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ABSTRACT
The purpos e of this s t udy was t o explore the mea ning
that teachers and their adult students construct of their
classroom experiences and to see how those meanings impact
the teaching/le arning process.

Bec a use of the multiple

factors affecti ng an educational experience, this study took
the view that this should be explored in a hol istic way .
Most educational research focuses on the teacher's
perspective, with students and their learning considered as
the result of the educational process.

In order to more

ful ly understand what is occurring in classrooms a nd what
students are actua lly learn ing , it is important to ascertain
student perceptions of their learning, and its relative
value to them .
This was a case study done in the naturalistic,
ethnographic mode .

The adult learners i n one cohort of a

non-traditional degree completi on program were i nterviewed
as to their understanding of what was occurring in c lass,
what they were learning , and what aspects of their
experience were important to them .

Three speci fic course

modu les of this program were used as the basis of the
student interviews.

In addition, the teachers for each of

these modules were interviewed to obtain their understanding
of what was occurring in the classroom and what they
perceived the students were learning .
iii

These sets of

interviews were then compa r e d t o see wh a t common
u nde rstandings were r evea l ed by both teachers a nd students.
The key aspect s t hat thes e adult students understood
a nd perceived as i mportant to thei r classroom experience and
to their l e arning were 1) the ir rela t i onship to the teacher,
2) their rela tionsh ip to the other students in the cohort,

and 3 ) their own personal life issues or conce rns; and least
important was 4) content or sub ject matter.

The teachers

similarly perceived the r ela tionsh i p t ha t t hey deve l oped
with their students as i mportant and essen t ial to
encouraging growth and change in their students .
emphasis on relationsh i ps, these results suggest

With this
that when

design ing learning experiences for adul t studen ts that
aff ective and cognitive issues n eed to be taken into
cons i dera t i on .

In addition, the impact o f the cohort and

t he t eacher on ind i v idual student learning needs to be
examined more fully .
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CHAPTER ONE
I NTRODUCTION
As the noted theor i st a nd r esearcher in cognit ive
psychol ogy and literacy, Frank Smi th (1 993) once said,
"human beings are meaning ma ke r s."

Th i s view is also shared

by Howard Gardner, who sa i d i n a rec ent i nterview on
learning for understanding, tha t children are "trying during
their ear ly years, t o make sense o f the wor l d" ( Ste i nberger,
1994, p . 27) .

The huma n brai n seems to be set up to make

sense out of the myri ad of s t i muli t hat bombard it every
day .

At a ny one point i n t i me, how ind ividuals make sense

of the world is infl uenced by a number of factors; such as,
their persona l ity, their cog nitive style, their past
experiences , their beliefs and val ues, their present
condition, and their c ul t ure to name j ust a few .

In

addition, human beings te nd to categorize the information
they r eceive which aids them in pr ocessing new information
faster.

As Piaget poi nts out, when new i n f ormat i on doesn't

fi t an exist ing category, human beings either revis e the
existing category to include the new information or create a
new category (Ginsburg and Opper, 1988) .

In s upport of this

idea, Merriam (1989) also indicates in her review of adult
learning and theory building that, "when something happens
'we either develop a new ... construct, or we modify our
percept i ons of the e xperience '( Candy , 1980 , p . 9) '' (p . 195) .
In a ttempting to make sense out of t he teach ing/learning
experience for adult learners , this research will be taking
Frank Smith ' s (1993) advice that in order to change
education something different needs to be done, and that
educational researchers need to become explorers and
navigators .

It is the intent of this research to explore

and search for the meaning that students and teachers make
of their educational experiences.
Since one of the purposes of adult education is to
encourage growth and the development of the individual, this
search for meaning is particularly well suited to the area
of adult education.

As Paterson (19 79) explains,

The education of adults is the attempt to foster the
development of grown men and women as persons, and
this, we have argued, consists essentially in the
fostering of their continued growth as centres of
awareness, as conscious selves who perceive, fee l,
imagine, judge, appreciate, and understand more fully,
more sensitively , and more profoundl y than ever before.
To develop a man's awareness is to put him in closer
and more meaningful touch with reality, to give him a
surer and more comprehensive grasp of his condition and
that of his fellows, and is thus best expressed in
terms of deepening and extending his knowledge: a
man 's pursuit of education, we have claimed, is his
pursuit of knowledge in all its principal forms, for in
building up richer and more fine ly wrought structures
of knowledge and understanding a man is building up his
very being as a centre of awareness, as a mind.
(p . 155 )
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This seeking to expa nd understanding a nd awareness of
phenomena and construct ing and reconstructing meaning out of
that understandi ng on the part of the adult i s also a view
shared by Merriam (1989) , and Mez i row (1991).
In fact, this desire t o der i ve mean i ng out of
exper iences formed the basis for both Know les' {1984) a nd
Mezirow' s (1991) theories of adult learning .

Malcolm

Knowles ' (1984) semina l work on an andragogical theory of
adult learning is based on four key assumptions about adults
and their learning .

These assumptions are : that an adult's

se lf-concept becomes more self- directed, that an adult's
experience base provides a " rich resource for l earning, and
at the same time provides h i m with a broadening base to
which to relate new l earni ngs" (p . 17) , that an adult ' s
readiness to learn is based on a need to know, and that
"adults tend to have a problem- centered orientation to
learning'' (p . 18) .

Mezirow's (1991) theory of adult

learning focuses on l earni ng as a transformative experience
where adults "reinterpret an old experience (or a new one)
f rom a new set of expectations , t hus giving a new meaning
and perspective to t he old experience" ( p. 11) .

I t is

t hrough this process o f r einterpretation that a n adult's
thinking is t ransformed .

In a review of the theories of

adult learning, Merriam (1989) found common component s
r egarding adult learning .

These included the f o llowing:

(a) self-direction/autonomy as a characteristic or
as a goal of adu l t learning;
3

(b ) the r e l ationship of e xpe r ience s, especially
those o f ad u l t l ife to l ear ning ;
(c) the impor t a nce o f reflect ion upon one' s own
l e ar n ing ; a nd
(d) act i on a s s ome s ort of nec e s s ary e xpre ssion of the
learn i ng that ha s occurred . (Me r riam , 1989, p . 29 )
I n a dditi on t o bei ng experience bas ed a nd indi v i dualisti c i n
i ts a pproach to learn i ng, adul t e duc ation va l ues the
mu l t i p l e cons truc t i on s of rea l ity a nd mean i ng that are
attached to l earn i ng .

I n fac t, Li ndema n (19 84 ) points out

tha t " its pu r pose i s to put mean i ng into t he who l e of life"
( p . 19), o r a s Me zirow (199 1 ) states , ''maki ng mean i ng i s
central t o wha t l ear n i ng is all about'' ( p . 11) .

Because of

this focus, the i nvest i gati on o f t he mea n i ng a du l t s
construct of the te ac h ing/ learni ng expe ri e nce i s well s u i t ed
to the are a of adult educ ation.
Rese arch Questions
Whe r e ver educ at i on is tak i ng pl ace and especially i n
adul t e ducation , t eache r s and l earne rs are trying t o make
sense out of the mu l t i p le f act ors that are par t o f the
t each ing/learn i ng situa t i on , and as such are a ttaching
meani ng to t he e xperience s t hey have i n t hat environment.
What th i ngs are t hey f ocusing o n ?
the y encounter mean to them?
t hings and why?

What does the info rmat i on

Ar e the y prejudgi ng cer tain

Are t eache rs and s t ude nts even awa r e o f how

they derive or a t tach meani ng a nd t he fact ors t hat a ffe ct
it?

How do all of the s e percepti ons and mean i ngs affe ct
4

teaching and learning?

These are j ust a few of the

questions that come to mind when look i ng at teachers and
learners and the meaning they a t tach to the teaching/
learning experience .

In exploring the meaning that teachers

and students attach to t he teaching/learning situation , this
research is an attempt to understand the complexity involved
in the interaction between teacher and student as it relates
to learning .

Hopefully, insights wil l be gained into the

multitude of facto rs that lead to effect ive t eaching and
learning.
The purpose of the following study was to explore the
teaching/lea rn ing experienc e wi t h a s pecific focus on the
meaning that both t eachers and students construct of that
experience, and to see how that experience and the meaning
attached to it have an impact on the t e aching/learning
process.

More specific ally the t wo questions guiding this

research were:
1)

What aspects of the teaching/ learning experience
were perceived as meaningful or important to the
participants, and

2)

How did that perception have a n impact on the
teachingjlearn ing process?

Additional ques tions arose as the research progressed, and
provided a means of understanding these two general research
questions.

These quest i ons were:
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3)

What aspects did the students perceive as
meani ngful or i mpor t ant?

4)

What aspects did the teachers perceive as
meaningful or important?

5)

What were t he similarities and differences between
the perceptions of the students and the teachers
as to what was meaningful or important?

6)

What impact did the students' percept ions of what
was meaningful have on their learning?

7)

What impact did the teachers' perceptions of what
was meaningful have on their teaching?

Numerous studies have pointed to specific fac tors that
influence the teaching/learning experience, such as
personality types, learning styles, and methods of
inst ruction .

However, no specific factor in isolation has

proven to have a significant impact on all teaching
situations.

This study took the alternative view that these

factors interact and should be explored in an holistic

1~ay.

In addition to approaching this study holistically, its
primary concern was t he meaning t hat teachers and students
constructed of this complex endeavor .
Al t hough t he above purpose is broad in scope, t h is
particular invest i gation was limited to specifically
sel ected instructors and one student group in the Applied
Behavioral Science (ABS) program at National-Louis
Univers i ty (NLU) .

This program is a degree compl etion
6

program presented in a non-traditiona l , fi e ld experience
format for students who have completed at least two years of
the i r unde rgraduate educat ion .

Utilizat i on of the ABS

program i s particul arly attractive because students are
grouped as coho rt s and experience a number of dif f erent
teachers during the course of the ABS program of s tudy .

On

the o ther hand, ABS instructors u sually teach the same
course in the ABS curriculum but to di ffer ent cohorts of
students .

This exposure to a var i ety of

diff er~n t

cohorts

o f students adds a richness to the experie nc e of the
i nstructors.

Since th i s study looked at the mean ing that

both t eachers a nd s tudents constructed of t heir educational
experience , the se insights into a variety of students by the
instructors and a variety of instructors by the s tudents
will hopeful ly provide valuabl e info rmat ion o n the dynamic
that exists when teachers a nd students encounter each o ther
in a teaching/learning si tuat i on.
Understandings o f Terms
Teaching
Although this research explor ed the construc t ed mean ing
of some comple x concepts and as such was l ooking f or v aried
and multiple understandings of these concepts, i t

is

important to provide an ini tial unde rstand ing of some of
those component s.

The first and most prevale nt concept in

education to be dealt with in th is research is that of
teaching.

Teachi n g has generally been regarded as s omething
7

that is d one t o s tud e nts.
i mparting of knowledge .

Its primary f unction h as b e e n the
However, for t he purposes o f th i s

research, t e a ching is a dynamic that occurs between teach e r
and learner a nd is seen as a collaborative endea vor .

Or a s

Paterson (19 7 9 ) states,
In t e ach i ng someone something we are not in jec t ing
a truth i nto h i s passive and waiting
consc i ousness. Rather, we are making a truth
v isi b le to h i m by placing it before him, ma n ifest
and uncover e d, and inviting h i m to contempl ate i t .
( p. 172)
Teaching then inv o lve s encouraging and stimulati ng learn ing
in the l e arner.
Learning
Sin c e le a rning is so intricately e ntwined wi t h t eaching
a nd to s o me (Kn o wl es , 1 984; and Merriam, 1989 ) is the heart
of education, a n ini ti a l understanding of this c onc e p t
i mportant a s we ll .

is

Learning is not a commodity that a

student acqu ires or possesses.

Ins tead, it is s o meth ing

that develops and grows with influences from mul t i p l e
sources, s u c h a s p a st experiences, personali t y
characteri s t i c s , b el ief s and values and present c o nd itio ns.
In essence, '' l earning , we may conclude - of all kind s and at
all levels - is essentially a becoming-aware" (Paterson,
1979, p . 165).
Meaning
Aside from the fact that the teachi n g/learning
experience is a complex interaction i nvolvi n g a number of
factors, a key element of this research dea l s wi th the
8

concept of meaning .

Determi n i ng a defini tion of meani ng has

eluded phi l osophers, psychol og ists , semanticists, educators
and human beings in general for cent ur i es .

I n f act ,

Creelman (1966) d i d an extensive rev iew o f t he lit erature i n
the f i eld of psychology on studies r e lated to discovering
what meani ng i s.

She found that "a ttempts at the

psychologica l definition of meaning have ranged from the
simple notion of its being the accumulated content of
experience to the equally simple notion of its being the
response to a given s t i mulus" (p . 30 ).

It was not the

pu rpose of this research to prov ide a defi n i t i ve definition
of t he word meaning even within t he specific context of
education.

However, an intuitive underst andi ng of mean i ng

is essential to this investigation .
Since in this study e ducation was considered to be a
social endeavor which invol ves communication and the
symbolic pr ocess, the understanding of meaning for t he
purposes of this research was influenced by a communicati on
aspect.

One of the most impo rtant concepts in commun i cati on

is t hat meaning lies within the individual and not in t he
symbols used by individuals .

According to Wiseman and

Barker (1967), symbols are "on ly repre sentations of events
in the real world " (p . 94) .

It is the indivi dual who t hen

i nterprets and react s t o those symbols based on h i s past
expe ri e nce, life orientation, present condi t i ons and future
needs or desires.

Mez irow (199 1 ) a l so sees that "meaning is
9

an interpretation" (p. 11), and goe s o n to describe how "we
have to sort through our past experiences, that is, the
alternative interpretations c u rrent l y available to us, in
order to assess what is re l evant" ( p . 12 ).

Or as Coll ins

(1984) states, ''no two people e xpe rience t he same situation
in exactly the same way'' (p . 184) .
Second, meaning is a l so negotiated and affected by
others .

The context has a stro ng i nfluence on the meaning

a ttached to symbols .

Lindeman (1984 ) a lso quest i oned, "in

what areas do most people appear t o f i nd li fe ' s meani ng?

We

have only one pragmatic guide : meani ng must reside in the
things for which people strive, the goa l s which they set for
themselves, their wants, needs, de si r es , a nd wishes" (p .
21).

Therefore, for the purpose s o f th i s paper, meaning is

the significance that individuals attac h to an event based
on their past experiences, on the i r life or i entation
(personality, beliefs and values ) , on their present
conditions (context, environment ) a nd their future needs and
expectations .

The meaning so constructed was viewed in this

study through the use of questions regarding the
relationship of a teaching or l earning experience to a
person's past experience, life orientation, present
conditions and future needs and expectations .

10

CHAPTER TWO
LITERATURE REVIEW
Compared to the wealth of information on the teaching
and learning of children, the study of adult learners has
only recen tly become of interest i n the f i e ld of education.
Tt was not until 1971 that the theory o f andragogy or t he
teachi ng o f adults was i ntroduced to the United St a tes by
Malcolm Knowles ( 1984).

His theory provided the i mpetus f or

looki ng at adult learning .

Because of the re lat i ve newness

of this field of study, the research in this area has not
been a s extensive as i n other areas of education .

According

to Lindsay (1984), the research i n adu l t education has been
limited in the researc h methodologies i t has employed and in
its focus on outcomes .

The research methodologies seem to

have been l i mi ted to case studies and surveys wi th little or
no e xperimental or ethnographic research.

Li ndsay also

found when looking at an aggregate of adult education
research on teacher effectiveness that it was " readily
apparent that the fundamental knowledge, ski ll and
personality characteristics for i nstructo rs of adul ts do not
11

differ markedly from fundamental characteri stics for
effective instructors of children and adolescents" (p. 3).
Kowalski (1984) also found that some of the believed
differences between children and adults, especially
i nvo lving intelligence, did not exist.

He even found that

"variation i n i nstructional modes to meet specific needs
· (e.g., type of students, nature of learning task, etc.)
seems as necessary for adults as it is with pre-adul ts•• ( p.
10).

Since the particular population that was the focus of

my research had not been researched extensively especi a lly
in the ethnographic sense and was similar in many respects
to children and adolescents, the following review of the
literature was expanded to include broader issues of theory
on the teaching/learning experience.
The research on teaching and l earning appeared to be
just as vast and complex as the experience itself.

As Frank

Smith (1995) described it, "Education has always been too
big to control , to comprehend , or even to imagine in all its
detail" (p. 587).

In order to make sense of the myriad of

information available on this subject, it became necessary
to focus on specific aspects of this literature.

Since the

perspective of teachers and students was essential to this
research endeavor, a review of the literature on these two
components seemed logical.

Not only were the perspectives

of teachers and students important, but research on teaching
i n higher education provided valuable insights into the more
12

specific focus of this research .

Finall y, research that

looked at educat ion holistica lly seemed to provide support
f or t h e me thod of approaching this i nqu i ry .
Res e arch on Teac hing
Teacher Effecti veness
Mos t o f the research e ncountered o n teaching f ocused
ma i nly on teacher effectiveness i n i mprov i ng outcomes of
e l ementary and high school s tud ents wh i ch was not surprising
since i mprovement of education has prompted a great deal of
e duca t i onal research .

According to Good a nd McCasl in

(1992), t eacher effect iveness research has evolved over the
year s.

I t s original intent was to ascertai n the

c harac t erist ics of effective teachers possibly for
evaluatio n purposes .

In the earl y 19 50 's, Ma nbeck (1953)

conducted r esea r ch on the characterist ics of effective
teachers.

His investigati on , which i nvolved s urve ys of high

school s t uden t s and principa l s , revealed t hat i t was much
e a sier t o describe negative characteristi cs of t e achers than
to determine positive characterist ics .
Due t o the fairly inconclus i ve resu l ts of the 1950 ' s
regardi ng the correl at i on between t e ache r characte ristics
a nd stude nt achievement, resea rch on t ea c he r effectiv e ness
then s h i f ted i n the lat e 1960 's to early 1970' s to a focus
on tea cher behav ior or t e chni ques that teachers u s ed.

Even

this f ocus on teacher behavior became t oo na rrow, and
" resear c he r s now s tudy dynami c models of active t e aching,
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which recognize that teachers must adapt instruction to
individual differences in students, who mediate and
transform learning opportun ities , and at t i mes reteach or
provi de enrichment" (Good and McCasli n, 1992 , p . 1373) .
With this expanded focus on the process of teaching,
current research has attempted to i nvestigate the teacher's
perspective on what is happening i n classrooms.

This new

focus on teachers has led to a vari ety of studies on such
things as teachers' intentions (Clark and Peterson, 1986;
Good and Brophy, 1974), and teachers' decision making
(Shavelson, 1987; Shulman, 1986).

A particularly

interesting study on teache r decision making was conducted
through the Institute for Research on Teaching, and
investigated teachers' thoughts while teaching undergraduate
college students (McNai r and Joyce, 1979) .

This research

was originally designed to determine what decisions teachers
were making while they were teaching, but ended up looking
at what teachers were thinking as they taught .

I n essence,

McNair and Joyce (1979) found that teachers' thinking
involved adjusting to student responses throughout the
lesson they were conducting, and to concerns about such
things as content, student learning, attitudes, behavior,
and procedures.

This illustrated the multitude of thoughts

and decisions that a teacher faces every minute of every
class.
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Another area o f teacher effecti veness l ooked at
teachi ng styles .

A review of the literature by Silverna i l

(1 986) h ighlighted four different types of teaching styles.
These included the di rect and indi rect teachi ng styles and
the formal and informa l styles.

The direct and the forma l

styles focused mainly on teacher control whil e the indirect
and informal styles were geared more toward encouraging the
participation of students.

The research related to these

styles was inconclusive and the conclusion that was drawn
was "that a single teachi ng style is not appropriate for all
l earning tasks'' (Silvernail , 1986, p. 15 ) .

It was also

concluded that the effectiveness of a parti cul ar style
d epended on "time factors, the f l exibility o f the teacher,
and the nature of the learning tasks'' ( Silvernail, 1986, p.
16 ).

Li ndsay (1984) also found this to be true with

teachers of adults who "adjust the i r behavio rs according to
the changing needs of the teaching context" (p. 4).

In

adjusti ng to the teaching context, it was found that
"teachers tend to draw on responsive or learner-centered
behavi ors when teaching adults and controlling or teachercentered behaviors when teaching pre- adu l ts" (Lindsay, 1984,
p. 4).

However, Good and Brophy (1987) did not see this

difference.

As they pointed out, "there is no simple

definition of effective teaching or good teachers.

For one

thing, teachers' personal attributes i nteract with their
general competence and teaching style to determine outcomes"
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(Good a nd Brophy, 1987 , p. 467).

Once again i t was evident

that teaching was a complex i nterrelated enterprise that
cou l d not be broken down into component part s.
Th i s f ocus on the teacher's perspective on what was
happening in classrooms has encouraged teachers to reflect
on their own practice.

To give teachers a way of l ooki ng at

behavior i n classrooms, Good and Brophy (1987) have wr i tten
a book, Looking in Classrooms, which was repl et e wi th ways
for elementary and secondary school teachers to become more
aware o f what was happen i ng i n their classrooms.

To fu rth e r

validate this type o f ref lect i ve research, Schon (1991)
compiled a nu mber of case s tudies based on teachers '
reflections entit l ed The Reflective Turn:
and on Educationa l Pract i ce.

Case Studies in

Although Schon (1991)

considered a broader definition of educational practice and
reflect ion to include case studies outsi de of pre- collegiate
settings, these studies also validated teachers and others
in their reflectio n on practice and action.

Both of these

books have been important in supporting practitioners as
they reflected on their practices, but with their emphasis
on the practitioner mini mal attention was devoted to others
involved in the same experience.
Teacher Perceptions
Aside from teacher effectiveness, another area where
teacher behavior has been studied was i n the perceptions
teachers have of their students .
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More specifically, this

refers to the work of Rosenthal and Jacobson (1968) on the
Pygmalion Effect.

This eff ect was essentially a self-

fulfilli ng prophesy where a teacher's expectations of
students' behavior became the reality.

In this study, '' 20

percent of the chi l dren in a certain elementary school wer e
reported to their teachers as showing unusual potential for
i ntellectua l growth" (Rosenthal and Jacobson, 1968, p. vii).
At the end of the school year , these c h i l dren were tested
and found t o have "si gn i ficantly greater gai ns i n I Q than
did the remaining child ren who had not been s i ng led out for
the teachers' attention" (Rosenthal and Jacobson, 1968, p.
vii).

These r esults seeme d to indicate that how a teache r

perceived a student could have an effect on subsequent
evaluation of that same student and possi b l y a n effect on
that student's achievement.
other researchers (Elashoff and Snow, 1971; Cooper and
Good , 1983) have r evi s i ted the Pygmal i on study.

Both of

these subsequent studies fou nd the Pygmalion study to be
flawed, due mainly to the use of I Q measurements as a
measure of student achievement .

However, the Pygmalion

study did open up a new area of research on teacher
expectations with some i nteresting results.

First of all,

additional research found that "teacher expectancy may
affect pupil achievement" (Elashoff and Snow, 1971 , p. 61 ),
especially if the expectation was strong or occurred
naturally, and if the teacher controls the measure of
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achievement .

Cooper and Good (1983) expanded on this

finding by looking at how teachers' behavior toward s t udents
was affected by their beliefs about "the performance levels
of individual students and about personal control over
students " (p. 154).

This research indicated that how a

person perceived a situation could be affected by their
underlying beliefs about that situat ion .

Because of this

profound effect on behavior and perception, both of these
studies recommended finding out more about what teachers
believe and think.
In general, the research on teachers and teaching has
focused on teacher behavior or thought processes that have
an impact on s tudent achievement .

Al though Cooper and Good

(1983) seemed to be headed in a promising direction with
looking at teachers' beliefs, none of these studies looked
at the meaning that teachers attached to the teaching/
learning situation, or the multiplicity of responses and
perceptions that teachers have to that situation.

This

suggested that a more in-depth examination of what was going
o n from the teacher's perspective was needed.
Research on Learning
Not only was it necessary to look at the teacher's view
of what was happening in the classroom, but it was just as
important to consider the students' perspective.
Unfor tunately, as Good and McCaslin (1992) pointed out "few
studies have detailed students' percept ions and covert
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thinking during such learning activities" (p. 1385 ) .

The

studies that do exist have focused mainly on student thought
processes or ways of concept ualizing content, or learning
styles.

However, a few studies have focused on

unintentional learning that occurred around the specified
content.

The need to consider student perceptions of a nd

the meaning they attach to the teachingj learning experience
appeared evident .
student Thought Processes
The research on student though t processes turned the
focus of the research away from what the teache r or the
instructional process was do ing t o the student and
recognized the student's act ive role in the process.

As

Wittrock (1986) pointed out "research on students ' thought
processes examines how teaching or teachers influence what
s tudent s th i nk, believe, f eel, say, or do that affects their
achievement '' (p . 297).

Studies in this area covered such

things at academic self-concept and expect a t ion; perception
of schools , teachers and teachers' behavior; and percept ions
of c l assroom and cognitive processes.

In addi t ion , student

cogn itive processes or conceptions o f specific s ubject
matt ers, such as math and s c ience, revea l ed import ant
informa t i on on how student s' previous experience and
knowledge affected their learning (Confrey, 1990) .
these studies found that how a student perceived the
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All of

elements of t he t eaching/l earni ng experience had an effect
on achievement .
Unintenti onal Learning
Research into student thought processes revealed that
students oft en percei ve th i ngs different ly from t heir
teachers and from one another.

In ot her words, " t he

i nstructi on experienced by the learners may be different
from the i ntended i nstruction" (Wittrock, 1986, p . 298) .
Because of thi s d ifference i n percept ion, i t t hen became
important to l ook at the unintentional learning tha t occurs
i n the teaching/learning experience.

Weiss (1980} reviewed

t he research on assessi ng nonconvent ional out comes of
schooling of elementary and secondary student s and found the
area fairly limited.

He found that only a few of the

outcomes were actually assessed.

These included: "basic

cognitive skills, subject- ma tter achievement, attitude
towards school, and self- concept" (p. 446}.

He a l so found

t hat t h e se outcomes were usually assessed either with
standardized achievemen t t est s or Likert-type scal es.
Mealman (1991) used a natural istic approach to assess i ng
uni ntentional learning wi t h adult students a nd was ab l e to
obt ain more in-depth information on the un i ntentional
learning t hat occurred and what factors encouraged its
occurrence.

Some of his f indings revealed that these adult

students learned how to l earn, l earned more about themselves
a nd othe rs, and l earned to value continued education (p . 129}.
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Some of the factors t hat e ncouraged unintentiona l l ear n i ng
to occur were s mall group activities, class climate, a nd t he
structure of the program which emphasized personal
application of concepts learned.
Learning Styles
Studie s on s tudent thought processes and unintent ional
learni ng pointed out the variety of responses, a nd
percepti ons that stud ents have toward t he l earning
experience.

I n order to explain these dif f erences, a number

of studies have be e n c onducted regarding student learn i ng
styles.

Most o f t hese studies were a l so looking f or ways to

improve student a c h i e vement by alter ing the instr uctiona l
process to fi t the student's l earning style.
Because o f the i nd i viduality and uniqueness o f human
beings i n the way they l earn, i t has been difficult to
define " learning s t yles ."

According to Cornett (1983) ,

learni ng s t y l es are "overall patterns that give ge neral
direction to learn i ng behavior " (p. 9).

Reiff (1992 ) used a

similar defi n i t i on and added that it coul d a l so be
"described as a set o f f actors, behaviors, and attitudes
that facili t a t e learning fo r an individual in a given
situation" ( p . 7 ) .

Dunn and Griggs (1988) consider i t t o be

"a biologically and deve l opmentally i mposed set of
characteristics t hat make the same teach i ng method wonderf u l
for some and terrible for others" (p. 3)

Although it has

been d ifficult to determine a specific definition, most
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researchers wou l d agree that learning styles involve a
multitude of factors that indicate an individual's
preference for one particular way of learning over another .
In addition to these general definitions of learning
styles, Cornett (1983), Dunn and Griggs (1988) and Reiff
(1992), as well as other researchers, considered three
aspects or categories of learning styles as important .
These were the cognitive, affective and physiological
aspects.

The cognitive aspect or style pertained to a

person's perception or reception of information, and how
that information was processed, s tored and remembered .

This

aspect, according to Reiff (1992) included such things as
brain dominance, conceptual tempo, mi ndstyles, psychological
differentiation, multiple intelligences, and modalities.
The affective aspect involved the emotional and personality
preferences of an individual, and the physiological aspect
focused on physical and environmental needs.

Although these

provide general categories for classifying learning styles,
it was interesting to note that what each category
encompassed was debatable.

For example, learning modalities

i nvolving the senses were classified as a cognitive style by
Reiff (1992) and as a physiological style by Cornett (1983).
It was possible that thi s discrepa ncy occurred due to the
lapse of time between the two revi ews with the categories
becoming more defined as more research was completed .
Although these categories appeared as specific and distinct,
22

there was a grea t d eal of overlap and interaction between
a nd among these c ategor i es .

Because of the complex nature

of learni ng styles and the multitude of factors t hat
contri bute to a n i ndi vidual ' s disti nct style, each
individual presented a unique dynamic learning style
pr ofile .
Most of the researc h on learni ng styles focused on
i mproving elementary and secondary stude n t learning and
ach i evement t hrough matc h ing teaching styles with l earning
styles .

In general, i t was found that when the teaching

s tyle was matched to a s t udent's learning style, student
learning improved .

For example, some studies rev i ewed by

Dunn , Bea udry , a nd Klavas (1989) even found that most of the
elementary a nd h i gh school students who did poorly i n s chool
were k inesthetic , because most instruction in schools was
gea red toward the auditory learner .

These students wit h a

preference for t he kinesthetic lear ning modality were f ound
t o be more successful when taught wi th teaching s trat egi e s
t hat employed a variety of differe nt modal ities .

Th i s

s eemed t o indicate t h at basing inst ruction on t hese l earning
modal ities and s t yles would enhance student ach ieve me nt .
Since adu l t learne r s have been charact erized as s e lfdirected, a nd experi entially foc us ed, t he area of learning
styles has gained popularity i n the fie l d of a du l t
education.

Of particular import ance has been t he work of

Da vid Kolb (1981) , who d e veloped a four-stage learn i ng model
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to describe the learning process of adults.

This model

" s t a t es that learni ng over a va r iety of tasks and
envi ronments requires abilities that are polar opposites.
As a result, the l earner must continually choose which set
of learning abilities to apply on various learning tasks"
(Birkey , 1984 , p . 27) .

Similar to the work with children' s

learn ing styles , this work on adu l t learn i ng styles and
processes also emphasi zed the un i queness of the i ndividual
and t hat learning styl e s were affect ed by "our individual
hereditary characterist ics, our particular past experi e nces,
and the demands o f our present environnent" (Birkey, 1984,
p . 27) .
I n general , the r esearch on learning and learners has
f ocused on thought processes, un intentional learning or
learning styles .

All of these have been related to their

impact on student l e arning, achievement or understanding .
Al though the research on uninten tiona l learning lent a
broader view to the teaching/learning experience , none of
these studies l ooked at what i t meant to a student to have a
particular learning style or thought process or
unintentional learning.

Just as teachers have multiple

responses, perceptions and be liefs about the teaching/
l earning experience, so do students .

Again this suggested

that a more in- dept h examination of what is going on and
wha t it means from the student ' s perspective was needed.

In

fact, in a recent review of adult education theory, Cranton
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(1994) pointed out that even the most recent adult education

theorist, Mezirow, " has not yet

examined his more

comprehensive theory fro m the learner's perspective" (p.
63) .

I n a personal conversat ion with l1ezirow (October 14,

1994), h e corroborated t hat

s tatement a nd was very

int erest ed i n research from the learner's perspective .
Research on Teach i ng in Higher Education
Since th is present study exam ined s tudent s pursuing a
degree at an instituti on of higher education, it was
import ant to consider the r esearch on teaching in higher
education.

In many ways , the research on teaching i n higher

education followed the same pattern as research on teaching
a nd learning.

Dunkin a nd Barnes (1986), in their review of

research o n teaching in h igher education, examined the
research on various methods of teaching, o n various teaching
behaviors, a nd on ways to evaluate and improve teaching in
higher education.

Of the various methods of teaching used

in higher education, which included social interaction,
individua l ized, and the Ke ller Plan, it was generally found
that these innovat ive methods were s uper ior to traditional
classroom methods "when student achievement is the
c riterion" (Dunkin a nd Barnes, 1986, p. 759) .

Th is was also

supported by a review o f the r esearch conduct ed by HcKeach i e
and Kul ik (1975) .

Al thou gh innovative methods seemed

superior, HcKeachie and Kulik (1975) d id not find
educat ional techno logy to be as effective possibly because
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they found that "student interaction is an important
variable affecting college level l earning" (p. 189).
Not onl y were methods cons i dered in this type of
research , but teacher behaviors related to content a nd
socio-emotional issues were investigated.

Content related

behaviors f ocused on types of i nteractions and questions
asked by teachers.

The results of t hese studies i ndicated

that teacher behavior, especially in t he t ypes of qu estions
asked, largely d etermined the cognitive level at which
students operated (Dunki n and Barnes , 1986).

In t he

affective realm, the occurrence of soci o- emotional behaviors
by teachers in higher education was minimal and s t udents
seemed to take a more passive role in their learning .
However, one interest i ng study found that not only did
posit ive t eacher behaviors enhance student behavior, but
that s t udent s could encourage positive t eacher behavior and
thus take a more active role in the direct i on of their own
learni ng (Dunkin and Barnes, 1986).
Fi nally, a l though student evaluation has been an
important area of research i n higher education , the
credibility of students in evalua t ing instruction was still
doubted .

I n fact, "the evidence concerning the cred ibi l ity

of student evaluations of teach ing has more oft e n been based
on associations wi t h actual teaching processes t han has the
evidence of the usefulness of student eval uati ons in
improving instruct ion'' ( Dunkin and Barnes, 1986, p . 772) .
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As with the o t her research on teaching and learning,
most of the focus of research in higher education has been
on teacher and student behaviors that infl u ence ach ievement
a nd little if anything has been researched on how teachers
and students perceive this e xperi e nce .

However , as Dunkin

a nd Barne s (1986) noted the "most surprising aspect o f
research on t eaching in higher education is that its
contribution to the improvement of teaching has not been
evaluated" (p .774) .
Conc l usions
Most of the research on teacher and student perceptions
of the educational process focused on t he outcome or end
product of that process, but few l ooked a t the meaning that
teachers and students attached to the process .

Some

researchers looked at students' attit udes toward education
or a part i cular educational method, but this still did not
get at the core of what this educational experience meant to
students .

By looking at outcomes, even teachers who

reflect ed on t heir practice tended to focus not on what this
experience meant to th em a nd possibl y what it might mean to
their s tudents , but on their own behavior and what happened
when t hat behavior changed and what was the aggregat e result
from the students .
By foc using on outcomes, what was really happening i n
the teaching/learning experience became lost .

Th is research

focus did not take i nto considerat i on that a student might
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be having difficulty at home with a persona l problem and was
e ithe r not paying attent ion to what was going o n at school
or was focused on things i n school that related to that
personal problem.

The who l e purpose o f an assignment or

academic lesson could be l ost on a student because it did
not f it their belief system or was not presented in a way
that they could make sense out of or had meaning for them.
There mi ght be a whole host of other th i ngs that occur in
classrooms f rom the lighting, space, and temperature of the
room to personal habi ts that coul d have an effect on the
meaning tha t teachers and students derive from the i r
educational experience.

The r ichness o f thi s expe rience

would be lost if i t was t ranslated onl y into student
achievement or outcomes.

Since meaning and i ts constr uc tion

are h i ghly individualistic, understanding meaning would
provide a much more complete picture of what is actually
going on in the classrooms.
Since most of the research on the teaching/learning
experience has f ocused on outcomes and not meaning, this
research endeavor should provide some valuable insights into
the process of education.

In addition, most of the studies

f ocused on one or a series of charact eristics that might
affect learning, but did not consider multiple factors that
affected teachers and students simultaneously and i mpinged
on the meaning they derived from the i r experience.

At this

time only one study by Weston (1993 ) called The Experi enced
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Curri cu l um in Two El ementary Classrooms: An Exploration i n
studen t Lore, was f ound t hat looked a t bot h the s tuden ts'
a n d the t eache r s ' pe r spec t ive or t he ho list ic view of the
t eachingjlearning expe rience.

Even t his ext ensive study did

not look at the me aning that adult
learning .

s t ude n t s a ttach t o thei r

Because of this lack of informa t ion, this

i nvestigation was con d u cted in an a t t e mpt to provide some
va l uable insights i nto th is unique experience.
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CHAPTER THREE
HETHODOLOGY
Statement of the Problem
Since the purpose of this research was to gain an
interpretive understanding of the meaning both students and
instructors construct of their teaching/learning experience,
a case study of a cohort group of adult students enrolled in
the Applied Behavioral Science degree completion program at
National-Louis University in the Evanston/Skokie area and
three of their instructors was conducted .

Hore

specifically, the purpose of the following study was to
explore the t eaching/learning experience with a particular
focus on the meaning that both teachers and students
constructed of that experience, and how that experience and
the meaning attached to it had an impact on the
teaching/learning process .
Participant s
The participants in this study were a cohort group of
twelve students in the Applied Behavioral Sciences (ABS)
degree completion program.

The range in age was from 22-69
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years old with the majority falli ng within the 35- 50 age
range .

In the past most of the cohort groups in the

Evanston/Skokie geographical area have been comprised of a
majority of female students with little ethnic diversity .
As was expected, this cohort group was pre-dominantly fema le
with e leven femal es and one male.

To provide a modicum of

confidentiality , these students will be i dentified in the
remainder of t he paper by the use of pseudonyms .

Un like

previous groups in this region, this group was more
ethnically diverse with three of the twel ve being African
American females .

The one thing that all students except

the youngest had in common was a hiatus i n their
undergraduate studies.

The s tudents for this parti cul ar

cohort were recrui ted by someone in the Enrollment Office of
National - Louis University, and I had no idea who the
students were prior to my firs t meeting with them.
In addition to the students in this cohort group , their
instructors for three classes i n the first two terms of the
program provided val uable i n formation to this study .

The

pool for selection of instructors came from the list of
approved adjunct and full-time instructors in the Applied
Behavioral Science department.

The selection of instructors

for this particular cohort was based pri marily on experience
teaching the specific courses used in this study a nd at
l east two years teaching in the Applied Behavioral Science
program.

The three instructors who were selected for this
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study met t h e teaching experience criteria and included one
Caucasian fema le in her mid-twenties, one African American
female in her f orties, and one caucas ian male in his
fortie s. In additio n , all of the i nstructors consented to
par t ici pate in this study which was an essential component .
As a part i c ipa nt/observer in th i s study, I also played
a part in this research endeavor and taught two courses in
the first two t e rms as well .

In my role as faculty

coordinator of various cohort groups, it was my
responsibility to select instructors to teach different
courses in the sequence .

In addi t ion, it was strongly

suggested t hat I meet each new cohort du r ing the firs t
introductory ni ght a nd teach one course in each of th e
terms .

wi th t h at i n mind, I c hose t o teach the two co urs es

that would al t e r nate between t hose taught by the other
instruct ors in this study .

By teaching the second and

fourth cours e s in the sequence, I was able to experience
this group from a teacher's perspective as well as observe
the interactions that occurred between and among various
group membe rs .
The c ontext
The Appl i ed Behavioral Sciences ( ABS) degree completion
program at National - Louis Universit y (N LU) was chosen as the
context f or t his study because of i ts focus on adu lt
learners i n a nontraditional program of study .

The ABS

program at NLU was established i n 1978 to provide a means
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for returning adul t students to complete their unde rgraduate
studies by obtaining a Bachelor of Arts in Applied
Behavioral Sciences .

In order to f u lfill the requ irements

of this degree , students are accepted into this program with
a mi nimum of ninety quarter hours of undergraduate credit
and are required to take for ty-eight quarter hours of a core
curriculum offered in an accelerated format of twelve
consecutive class modules .

Eac h i ntensive course or module

i s approximately four to five weeks in length a nd is
designed to incorporate classroom acti vities with equal
amounts of independent study .

The completion of this

sequence of courses takes a li tt l e over one year and
constitutes the Applied Behavi oral Sciences major .

Prior

learning assessment options are available for s tudents to
earn additional credit to fulfill degree requirements.
The del ivery of this program is designed t o
specifically meet the needs of the working adult .

In order

to accommodate the working adult , clusters or coho rts of
students in the same general geographic area a re f ormed by
the Enrollment Department and begin the program at any time
throughout the year not just a t the beginning of the
traditional semester or quarter.

These cohorts of students

remain together for the duration of t he seque nce of courses
and meet one night a week for four hours in a location
convenient to them .

In the Chicago area, these locations

have included NLU's four permanent academic centers as well
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,--

as leased space in schools, hotels or libraries.

Because of

its non-traditional nature, students in this program rare l y
set foot on a traditional campus since the teachers, the
t extbooks, and even registration are brought to the students
a t their locat io n.

or as Harriet, one of the students,

stated, "This is a very unusual scenario, where you stand
still and the school moves around you."

To facilitate this

nontraditional approach, a full-time faculty member serves
as an academic coordinator for each cohort.

It is the

responsibility of the academic coordinator not only to teach
specific modules in the program, but to assist and advise
the students, and to select and work with the instructors
for the various modules so that the program becomes a
coordinated whole.
According to the Bachelor of Arts Program in Applied
Behavioral Sciences : student Handbook (1993), the major
focus of this program "is the study of human behavior as it
relates to personal and professional development" (p. 2) .
Th is is accomplished through modules which focus on key
ideas and theories from a variety of disciplines that can be
applied to the study of indi vidual and group behavior.

In

addition to specifically studying human behavior, the
program goals "are to improve and further develop
communication skills, critical thi nking, a nd competencies
for lifelong l earning" (Bachelor of Arts Program in ABS:
Student Handbook, 1993, p. 2).
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Influenced by Malcolm

Knowles' (1984) theories of adul t learning, each module is
designed to utilize a student's exper ience base and to
provide not only t heoretical constructs but practical
application .

In order to maximi ze the time spent in t he

classroom and to provide students with information and
classroom e xperiences not availa ble in written form ,
i nstructional guides have been deve loped for each module
wi th suggestions for conducting each session.
Because the courses or modules in this program are
offered in sequence and are each taught by different
i nstructors, this provided an opportunity to explore the
experiences the students i n one cohort had with three
different instructors .

Th e fi rst, th i rd and fif th courses

i n the twelve course program sequence were involved in this
study (See Appendix A) .

The primary reason for collecting

data in this first half of the program sequence was to
observe the meaning students a ttached to their learning as
i t developed during their initial exposure to a nontraditional approach, and thus to limit the kinds of
influences tha t might occur later in the program.
courses, in order, were as follows:

The three

Dynamics of Group

Behavior, Effective Interpersonal Relationships, and
Multicultural Dimensions.

Since these three courses are

generally re l ated to effective communication with self and
others, i t was expected t hat the students and teachers would
construct similar meanings of their experiences .
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To aid in

,--

the collection of data and to provide valuable insights i nto
both teachers and students, I chose t o teach the second and
fourth courses in t he sequence .
Data Collection Process
The research method that was empl oyed i n the data
collection phase of this study was a case s tudy approach in
t he naturalistic , ethnographic mode.

Since this r esearch

was attempting to unde r stand the l evels of meaning behind
the educational experi e nce , i t was important to choose a
method that would illuminate this understanding .

As

Sp i ndler (1982) pointed out in Doing t he Ethnography of
Schoo l :

Educationa l Ant hropology in Action, this

ethnographic approach to research pays "attent ion to covert,
implicit, t acit , or 'hidden ' cultural patterns that affect
behavior and communication, particul ar l y i n face- to - face
social inte raction, but that are la r gely out side the
consciousness o f the actor" (p . 98) .

The use of this type

of approach was a l so important in that
t he ethnogra phic approach in g eneral can be seen
to be a continuing i nsistence that an
unde rstand i ng o f social and cultural wholes is
crucial for an understanding of what is taking
place within the f ew hundred square feet that make
up a c l assroom. The part cannot successfully be
separated from the whole wi thout v i o lating
fundamental aspects of its nature . (Wilcox, 1982,
p . 3 04)

In further support of this research approach , the new
brain research (Sylwester, 1993/94) suggested that emotion
p lays a much greater role in th inki ng processes than
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previously thought which would indicate that understanding
the meaning behind human th inking and experience could be
i mportant to the f uture of education.

Pol kinghorne (1988)

in his explanation of the importance of narrative to
understanding human behavior and meaning, argued that
" experience is mea ni ngful and human behavior is generated
from and i nformed by this meaningfulness.

Thus, the study

of human behavior needs to incl ude an exploration of the
meani ng systems that form huma n experience" (p. 1).

He

f urther asserted that narrative accounts are " t he primary
form by which human experience is made meaningful"
( Polkinghorne, 1988, p . 1).

Because o f the need to

understand the deeper, hidden meaning in the teaching/
learning experience from a holist ic view, the use of the
ethnographic or naturalistic approach provided the best way
to conduct this research study .
As Cazden (1986), i n her review of research on
classroom discourse, pointed out "a combination of methods
may be the best strategy" (p . 456) .

With this is mind, I

devised a variety of data coll ection pieces to be utilized
i n this study.

In doing this, I attempted to utilize

information that was already bei ng provided as a part of the
class, so that the s tudents wou l d not be unnecessarily
burdened with extra work and would be more willing
participants.

The specific data sources that were utilized

were as follows (See Appendix B):
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1.

Interviews of teachers and students during the
course of study.

2.

Reflection p i eces from both teachers and students.

3.

Assessment instruments taken by both teachers and
students including : The Representational System
Bias Tes t (Lewis and Pucelik, 1982), The LearningStyle Inventory (Kolb, 1981), The Keirsey
Temperament Sorter (Keirsey and Bat es, 1978) , and
Thomas-Ki lman Conflict Mode Instrument (Thomas and
Kilman, 1974) .

4.

University provided i nstructional evaluation forms
from the students.

5.

Student classroom assignments.

6.

Observations and reflections from the researcher
as a participant /observer.

The initial reason f or collecting this variety of
d ifferent data sources was to provide parallel sets of
observations for corroborati on and comparison .

I t was

expected that the interviews would be of primary importance
t o this investigation, and the reflection pieces wou l d be
used to corroborate information obtained in t he interviews .
Assessment instruments, instructional evaluat ion forms, and
c l assroom assignments would be of secondary import ance and
would provide additional background information on t he
students a nd teachers.

I t was also hoped that the

i nstruc t ional evaluation forms and classroom assignments
would prov i de add itional insights into the meaning that was
constructed .

My observations and reflections were seen as

providi ng a global perspective and additional i nsights into
all of the above data sources.

As the study evolved, it

became evident that the reflection p ieces, the i nstructional
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evaluation forms and the c l assroom assignments provided
little if any additional information.

Because of this

change, the interviews became even more important wi th the
assessment instruments providing background information and
my observations providing a n additional perspective.
Since th is research was designed to allow for an
additional perspective on the part of the researche r, I was
an integral part of the study and acted as not only an
observer and interviewer, but also served as an instructor.
Th is occurred in the following manner .

I met with the

cohort group during an introductory night at the beginning
of the program of study.

After this first n ight, I met the

cohort group as their instructor for the second course in
the sequence which was the Adult Development and Learning
Assessment course.

As a participant/observer i n this course

which investigates adult learning, I was able to gather
information not only on i nd ividual experiences with learn ing
but on common learning experiences.

It also provided an

opportunity to collect information from the assessment
instruments, since the Representational System Bias Test
(Lewis and Pucelik, 1982), The Learning-Style Inventory
(Kolb, 1981), The Keirsey Temperament Sorter (Keirsey and
Bates, 1978) are all taken and ana l yzed as part of the
second course.

After the students had taken the third

course i n the sequence which was taught by one of the other
instructors, I once again appeared as the instructor for the
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fourth course in the sequence, Research Methods in the
Behavioral Sciences.

Teachi ng this f ourth course in the

sequence allowed for the obser vat i on o f any changes over
t i me in the group members or the ways in which each
constructed understand i ng and meaning from the program and
the group .
The specific sequence of event s for the collect ion of
the data was as follows:
1.

Selection o f teachers and students .
The three instructors ( A, B, and C) for the
courses not taught by me were sel ected based on
recommendations o f other full - time facult y in t he
Applied Behavioral Sciences department . From this
pool of recommendati ons, I contacted ins t ruct ors
t o ascertain the i r availability and willingness to
participate in this study.
students were sel ect ed based on those students who
registe red for the next cohort group to meet in
the Evanston/Skok ie area.

2.

Assessment instruments for instructors.
Once the i nstr uctors we re selected , they were each
g i ven the Repr esentational System Bias Test (Lewis
and Pucelik, 1982 ) , The Learning-Style Inventory
(Kolb , 1981) , The Keirsey Temperament Sorter
(Kei rsey and Bates, 1978), and Thomas-Kilman
Confl i ct Mode Instrument (Thomas and Kilman,
1974 ) . These provi ded background information and
possible explanations a nd i nsights into the
meaning that the instructors attached to the
teaching/learning situation.

3.

Reflective iournals by the instructors.
Each instructor was as ked t o keep a journal of the
experiences with this particular cohort regarding
r e actions to t he class as a whole, to indivi dua l
students, and to the course a nd the teaching of
the course with an emphasis on what all this meant
to each of t hem.
40

4.

First interview with instructor A prior to meeting
the class for the first t ime .
In addition, each instructor was interviewed prior
to teaching this particular cohort to see what
general expectations he or she had about the group
and teaching this particular course, and what
previous experiences he or she had had teaching
this same course to other students.

5.

Meeting with students on I nformati on night.
The Information night is designed to give an
overview o f the program and for the students to
get to know each other. This night was also used
to briefly explain the r esearch and to il licit
student expectations of themselves as students and
of this program.

6.

Second interview with Instructor A after second
night of c lass.
This interview focused on the instructor 's
reaction to this group and what i t meant to teach
them.

7.

Third int erview with Inst ructor A after class is
completed. and collection of reflection journal .
This final interview was more reflective in nature
and focused on the instructor's overall reaction
to the teaching experience as a whole, any changes
that they observed i n this g roup of students, and
what it meant to be their instructo r. Student
j ournals, student evaluation forms, and student
inventori es or other student work were also
col l ected at this time.

8.

Interview of students after class with Instructor
A is completed.
students were interviewed on an i ndividua l basis
by te l ephone to find out what this class meant to
them.

9.

Teach Adult Development and Learning Assessment to
students.
During my teaching of this course, students were
requested to share the results of various
inventories they completed as part of this course,
and to keep a reflective journal.
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I t was during this c l ass t hat the students took
the same i nventorie s that were g i ven t o t he
i nst ruc t ors. Stude nts were a lso a s ke d as a part
of thi s cour se wha t these i nventori es meant to
them i n regard to their personal life and thei r
lear ning. Students a l so comple t ed wri tten
assignment s for th i s course that provided furthe r
background infor mation on the students and thei r
experiences wi t h learni ng .
10 .

Firs t interview with Instructor B prior t o meeti ng
clas s for f i r st ti me.
As wi t h inst r uc t or A, the same procedures were
f ollowed .

11 .

Second i nte r view wi th I nstructor B a f ter second
night of c l ass.
As with i ns tructor A, the same procedures we r e
fol l owed.

12 .

Th i rd i nt ervi ew with I ns t ructor B after c l ass is
compl eted.
As wi t h i nstruct or A, the same procedures were
f o llowed.

13 .

I nt erview s t ude nts af t er class with Instructor B
i s c ompl eted .
As with the f i rs t c our se a nd i nst ructor A, the
same procedure s we re fo l lowed .

14 .

Teach Resea r ch Methods in t he Behavioral Sciences .
During my teach i ng o f this course, f urther
ins i ghts into the students a nd t heir reactions a nd
experi ences wi th previ ou s c l asse s were gai ned .

15.

Pr oceed a s be fore with Instr uctor C.
(See Append i x A for Ti me Li n e )

An attempt was made to keep both the intervi ews and
j our nals as open-e nde d as possibl e wit h adapt a t ions being
made dur i ng the i nt e rview f or each indi v i dua l .
(198 2 ) point ed out,
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As Wilcox

because one is attempting to understand a system
i n i ts own terms, accordi ng to its own criteria of
meani ngfu lness, one cannot predict in advance
which aspects of the system will have significance
or the kind of significance they will have. (p.
459).
However, the general question areas that were asked can be
found in Appendix B.
Data Analysis
Because one assumes as a n ethnographer that
particular parts of the system can be understood
only in the context of the working of the whole,
one cannot predict in advance precisely where one
should focus. It is crucial to begin the research
without specifically predetermined categories of
observation, questionnaires, precise hypotheses,
and so on, (Wilcox, 1982, p. 459)
Because of the dynamic nature of the teaching/learning
experience, a variety of different data sources were
collected to comprehend the complexity of the whole.
Al though an effort was made to use different data sources to
corroborate the informat ion gathered, it became evident that
the interviews, the inventories and my observations provided
the richest information and data to analyze.
Unfortunately, the student journals and their
reflection pieces were inconsistently supplied to me and as
such became fairly unreliable sources of data.

It became

obvious after the first course on Dynamics of Group Behavior
that the student journals that were submitted as a
requirement of the course were not adequately providing
information on student meaning.

Because they were a course

requirement, students were asked to analyze and focus on
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specific aspects o f the course conte nt and as such d id not
provide information on t he me a n i ng or i mportanc e o f this
course content to the stud ent.

Also at the end o f the fi rst

course, it was diff icult t o obt ai n r eflection pieces f rom
all of the students, even wi th my presence i n the classroom
and repeated requests for this inf ormation.

Those that I

did receive did not provide a ny a dd i t i onal i ns i ghts i nto
student meaning or we r e a dupl i c ation o f informati on
obtained in the interviews.

Af t e r the th i rd course in the

sequence, a student shared wi th me t hat the ge ne ra l atti tud e
in the class about the reflect ion pieces was that they ha d
too many classroom assig nments t o cont end wi th a nd did not
see the importance of or value in doing t he r eflecti on
p ieces.

It was at this point t hat I d ecid ed to disregard

the j ournals and reflection piece s a s a source o f data and
concentrate on t he stude nt int erviews .

Similarly , no

i nstructor j ournals were u sed becau s e the y were also
incomplete.
For the purposes o f i n i t i a l a na lys i s, i t did prove
helpful to conceptualize the general c omponents of the
teachingjlearning experience .

The f ramework that I used to

guide the data analysis for this study was based on a
communication model.

This particular model as

conceptualized by Wiseman and Barker (1967) took into
account not only what was be ing communicated, but focused on
the implicit, connotative meanings that occurred in the
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process.

As adapted for the p u rposes of this research, the

key components of this model were the teacher, the student,
and the event.

Aside from these general organizing

categories, no specific categories were crea t ed for t he
analysis of the data pr i or to conduct ing this research,
since an attempt to do so would appear to defeat the pur pose
of this investigation .

I n s t ead, significant t hemes and

patterns were allowed to emer ge from the informat ion
gathered .

Or as Cazden (1986) explained "descriptions of

human behavior i n volve both searching for repeated patterns
-- often called 'rules' -- and acknowledging, even with
admiration, the inevi t able i mprovisation" (p. 457) .

The

analysis of the data th en focused first on the events that
seemed import ant t o teachers and students and second on the
meaning or percept ion t hat each attached to those events .
The impor tance of an even t was determined by the student or
the t eache r identifying i t as i mportant , by the way in wh i ch
i t was described, (i . e . , the emphasis that was added i n tone
of voice or verbal expression), and by the student
menti oning i t at all or ment ioning i t more than once .

The

ques tion of ana l yzing " mean i ng" requires a bit more
elaborati on.
Anal yzing Mean ing
Accor d i ng t o Wis e man and Bark er (1967) " i f you are to
discove r the r eal ity from wh i ch each individual operates
then you must discover what reality is to him (p. 43)."
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Stanage (1987) also concurs with this idea and f urther
states that " speaking is the constituting and reconst i tuting
process of e ncountering that is the personal rea l ity of each
one of us'' (p. 54).

Or as Mezirow (1991) expl a i ned,

meaning exists within ourselves rather than in
e xternal forms such as books and that the personal
meanings that we attribute to our experience are
acquired and validated through human i nteract ion
and communications. Our actions toward things are
based on the meanings that the things have f or us.
These meanings are handled in and modified through
an interpretive process that we use in dealing
with the things we encounter. As far as any
particular individual is concerned, the nature o f
a thing or event consists of the meaning that t hat
individual gives to it . This does not negate the
exi stence of a world external to us but only
asserts that what we make of that world is
entirely a function of our past personal
experiences. (p. xiv)
This idea of first looking at what was important to students
and teachers stemmed from the idea that people perceive or
attend to those th ings that have meaning or significance to
them at some level.

By analyzing the events (verbal and

non- verbal messages, physical and mental actions, feelings,
thoughts, e t c.) that were important to teachers and
students, a direction for exp loring in-depth the
significance of those events became evident which l ed t o the
next level of analysis .
The deeper, more implicit level of analysis which
focused on the meaning that significant events had for
s tudents and teachers took into account the multiplicity of
factors that influence that meaning.

Since the meaning of

a n experience or event is not in the objective realit y of
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the event but in the i ndividual, it was i mportant to keep i n
mind that each i nd i v i dual was unique, was i n relat i onshi p to
something or someone, and was dynamic and ever changing.
With this perspective on meani ng in mind, I began the
process of analysis .
The Use of Data
Although interviews, reflect ion pieces, observations,
assessment instruments and student papers were gathered as
data for this i nvestigation, the interviews served as the
primary source of information .
were found to be less usefu l .

The other da ta collected
For example, not every

student turned in a reflection piece for e ach class, and
many who did felt that they had given much more information
in the interview than what they had committed to paper.

student j ournals and papers were also not a good source of
information since not all instructors requ ired them and for
those who did, the assignment s asked students to respond to
i nstructor-selected content areas, not those chosen by
s tudent .

~he

Also, my observations proved to be a source for a

general understanding of each student and the i r meaning
perspective, as well as the student's v iew of the program as
a whole.

However, these observations were not useful in

provi d ing informa t ion on the specific courses under study,
since the observati ons were made on classes that were not
part of the interview process.
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All of these additional

pieces of infor mation we r e used to f urthe r illumi nate the
i n formation garnere d f r om the student int e r views .
I n a fi na l refi nement of the ori g i na l resear ch p l a n ,
i nstead of examining a ll f i ve cour s es that the se students
took dur ing t he period o f t i me under s tudy, on l y the t hr ee
c ourses t aught by instruc t ors other than mysel f wer e
actuall y exami ned.

Thi s was due to my own f eeling o f bei ng

too close to the student s duri ng my instruction t i me and not
bei ng able to focus on the teach ing o f t he cla ss wi t hout
bei ng d istracted b y t r y i ng to observe t he class .

I a lso

s ensed tha t the s tudents would not be able to a ccurat e ly o r
cand i d l y express t he i r views about me as a t eacher or f or
that ma tter on wha t the course meant t o t he m wi thout s aying
wh at the y thought I wa nt e d to h ear .

Howev er, teach i ng th em

was val uabl e i n t ha t I was able t o g e t to know t he s tudent s
better , a nd f rom th i s knowledge I gained insight s i nt o t h e
students' thinking processes and per sonal i t y s t yles, the
cont e xt in which they were l earning , t hei r reactions to
othe r s , and how the group func t ione d a s a c lass .
Anal yzing t h e I nter v i ews
Because t he inte r v i ews of both the teachers and
student s were of primary import ance to th i s i nves t igat ion,
the proce ss f or analyzi ng those int erv iews was as follows.
As mentioned earlie r t he intervi ew quest i ons for th i s
r e search we r e open- ended in natur e a nd onl y the general
categories o f teache r, student and e ve nt we r e i n i t i ally
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considered .

Once the interviews g ot under way, refinements

and clarifications became necessary to g et at meaning, and
certain specific categories began to emerge.

For the

s tudents, the categories that emerged were : the content of
the course, the individual react ion to the course as a
whole, the reaction to the group, the r eaction to the
teacher, the reaction to the context, their perspectives on
l ea r ning and their perception of any changes that occurred
i n e i ther the individua l andj or t he g roup.

For the

instructors , the general categories that eme r ged we re: their
perception of their role as teacher, thei r p erception of the
students, and their perception of the learning or change
that took place.
Each of the interviews was tape-recorded and
transcribed, and from the transcri ption s , I began the
p rocess o f determi n i ng which of the student and t eacher
comments fit under which categories .

For the students, this

was accompli shed by first looking at each individual
s t udent's comments and color coding the comments as to the
categories identi fi ed above.

To manage all the data that

r esulted from this , a grid for each course was created with
each student's name on one side and the various categories
across the top.

A synthesis of the student comments was

then logged on to the grid in the appropriate place.

From

th is grid, i t was then easier to see commonalities and
d i fferences between students regarding the categories.
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This

method of analysis was followed for each of the three
courses.
For the teache rs a slightly different method was us e d.
The teacher comments were also color coded as to the
categorie s they f e ll int o .

Howeve r, i nstead of a grid, a

copy of the comments was made and t he comments were cut into
sections and placed i nt o fil e f olders according t o category .
From this a synthes i s o f c omment s was made about the meani ng
perspe ctives t hat the teache r s he l d.
Once the s e categories had been ana l yzed for each
teacher and the group o f s tuden t s, t he final level of
analysis i nvo l ved examining the whole experience to see if
there was a global or composite meani ng that was derived .
For each of t he three cou r ses, an ana l ysis was also made to
see if there were any similarities or differences in meaning
bet ween t he student s and the teacher.

Finally, the meani ngs

derived f rom all three courses were examined to get a
composite pict ur e of wha t this whole exper ience meant to
t hese teache r s and s t udents.
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CHAPTER FOUR
RESULTS/CLASSROOM MEANINGS

The intent o f th i s research endeavor was to unders t a nd
the meani ng that s tud ents and teachers cons t r uct from their
teachingj l earning experiences.

It was revea l ed from t he

data collec ted that d ifferent aspe cts o f the c l assroom
experie nce c ontri buted to the meani ng that was der i ved, a nd
had varying degre es of importance thr oughout t he three
cour ses t hat were u nd er investigation.

The seven d iffe r ent

areas of mea ni ng that emerged were: the course content or
subject ma tter, the group r e l ationshi ps, i ndividual or
personal iss ues, t h e teacher , the l earni ng context, the
perceived l e a r ning, and change .
s i nce each individual course had a d ifferent i ns tructor
and had t he potent ial for new and different meani ngs to be
constructed, the results will first be considered on a
course by course basi s, looking first at student me an i ngs
and perceptions, then at the teacher's meani ngs and
per cepti ons and finally at where those meanings and
percepti ons come together and where they diverge.
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Student

and teacher comments will be i dent i f i ed throughout by
pseudonyms.

The three courses to be examined are: Dynamics

of Group Behavi or, Effective Interpersonal Re l at i onships,
and Multicultural Di mensions.

They will be pr esented in

that order because t hey were experienced by the students in
that chronological order .

Looking at these courses as an

aggregate will serve to summarize the meanings and
percepti ons that students and teachers constructed of their
teaching/learning experi ences.
Specific wi th i n Cour se Per cepti ons/Mea nings
Dynamics o f Group Behavior Course
The Dynami c s of Group Behavior course was t he first
course that students i n t his accel erated degree completion
program experienced .

The r ationa l e established by the

program developers f or placing this course at the beginning
of th i s sequenti al program was that it seemed essential for
students to understand how g r oups funct i on i n order for them
to 1) come together a nd f unction as a group, and 2) gain a
better understanding of this non-traditional approach to
learning.

The specific objectives of the course can be

found in Appendix C.
Student Perceptions / Meanings
In understanding what meaning students were deriving
f rom this particular course, it became evident that those
things that the student mentioned in the interview at the
conclusion of t he cour se were a good indication of those
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things that had meaning for the student .

Variati ons i n the

i mportance of the different aspects of the l earning
experience ranged from a very objective, l isting of events
to a more personal, reflective interaction with their
experiences .

In general, the areas that the majority of the

students commented on were as fol l ows :

content or subject

matter, group relationships, indivi dual/personal issues,
teacher, learning context, perceived learning, and change.
Content or Subiect Matter.

Si nce content or subject

matter is generally considered a key c omponent of
teachingjlearning experiences, i t will be considered first
to see wh i ch theor i es, concepts a nd e duca tional obj ectives
had the most meaning for the students i n th i s course.

It i s

interesting to note that when a sked s pecifically about
content, the students interpreted content to mean the
subject matter or material covered in the c ourse.

With th i s

understanding in mind, the students remembered and listed
various topics that were covered i n the course.

The two

topics mentioned the most were : how a group functions and
conflict management.

Additional areas that were mentioned

included: team building, the importance of listening, the
role of the facilitator, brainstorming and decision-making.
Although the majority of the students menti oned these areas,
it was obvious from their reaction to other aspects of their
learning experience that these were only a listing of topics
and not concepts that had been incorporated into a more
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complex meaning structure.

To illustra te this, Ci ndy, one

of the students, comment ed that she wou l d just "kind of
absorb i t and let it go and not worry about it any more.

I

th ink by the last c l ass I had final ly figured out what I was
supposed to be getting out of the whole class ."
From the list of topics mentioned , two seemed to carry
special significance for certain students.
conflict managemen t a nd team buildi ng .

These were

I n regard to

conflict management, this was a t opic that was menti oned the
mos t by a majority of the students.

This c oncept had a lot

of meani ng for people i n the group not only as they dealt
with other group members, but based on their past
e xperiences with other people.
Team building as a concept was introduc ed in this
course as a posi t i ve way of getting the group to work
together, but in t his par t i c u l ar case, students remembered
team building because i t was a negati ve c lass experience
wi th a great deal of misunderstanding between class membe rs.
Ri chard, the c lass member who reacted most negatively to
this experience, descr i bed i t in the following way,
We started to do "How You Build a Team. " And being
that I worked for this company for a whole bunch o f
years, and we're going through a reorgani zati on, not
reorgan ization , but downsizing and re-engineering . And
what's come here ( in class ] is that they come up wi th
the concept of as a team. And to be honest with you,
i t pushed my buttons, and I spoke about this idea of
team and how I don't see it's any good and all of that.
Well, .... What came out of this is that we were all
drained afterwards. So, the team building thing d idn't
really go as smoothly or as well as I think it coul d
have. And the onl y thing out of that is that I went to
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class the ... next week, and I apologized for us not
maybe getting what team building was. When I heard
that we were a team, I went off on my thing - what it
means for me - and I was very negative. So, for myself
I didn't really learn what it would take or what you
need to do to build a team.
From another student's perspective, Amy explained,
We were talking about team building, and Richard went
on to tell us not about team building, but about
downsizing at his company. And then it went on to
downsizing and losing jobs, and we never really got
back to team building because it was towards the end of
the class . And Diane, who's real name isn't Diane but
she goes by the name Di ane, who's really another
character in the class, couldn't get the concept of
team building, so she got mad at Richard. Okay? So,
she told Richard that he monopolized the time talking
about downsiz i ng when she didn't understand what team
building was.
Team buil d i ng was definitely something that these students
reacted to negatively .
In l ooki ng more at what the content or sub j ect matter
meant to them, the students considered the content of this
course or the material covered as something that they
already knew.

They felt that they were now learning label s

and new words to descr i be behaviors that they had already
experienced .

For exampl e, Harriet pointed out that

I also learned that some of the things that I was doing
had names. I d i dn't know that forming, norming,
storming and performing. [ I was ) doing it and not
knowing that i t was researched. Oh, I did that. I
just didn't know that was what you called it.
In general, the students perceived the subject matter as
covering no new material or concepts, but as reinforcing
their prior learning.

For Harriet, it reinforced the fact

that she was and had been taking the correct actions in
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other groups where she was a participant.

As she commented,

" I learned mo re of what I have been doing right ."
Possibly because of this, some of the students found
the course to be too easy, or found it to be boring and not
interesting.

However, some found it frustrating and many

had difficulty understanding one of the textbooks which was
highly theoretical .

As Cindy summed it up,

I haven't been in school for a very long time .... I do
a lot of reading, but I haven't made myself read things
except for pleasurable reading. So it was different to
have to sit down and seriously read things and the
first two books I thought were just as dull as
anything, and it was very difficult to read. They were
not interesting a nd didn't stay with me.
At least half of the s tudents recognized that many of
the concepts that were covered in this course were things
that carried over to either their work or their daily life
or to the classroom group .

When asked if what she was

l earning in class carried over to work, Cindy explained
that, ''Yes, I ' m making it.

It needs to carry over into

work, and I 'm going to make i t carry over into work, if that
makes any sense.''

Amy also liked

the theories. I like the way that not only did I read
them and write about them but I started to use them .
It was something. You see, I could be using them, but
not knowing that I was using someone's theory or
knowing that it worked or knowing that it didn't work.
As it applied to the class itself, some of the students were
intrigued by the psychological aspects of individual and
group reactions and saw the content of this course as a way
of establishing a common ground with the group or having,
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according to Cindy, "a common ground to meet on ."

A few of

the students fel t tha t the y were absorbi ng the ma terial
without meaning and that they were probably learning more
than they thought at the t i me .

Th is is actually a rather

profound r ealization that mean ing would come or deeper
meaning would be attached to these concepts as the
information was bei ng assimilated.
In general, the content or sub ject matte r of this
part icu lar course did not have a great deal of meaning to
the students.

Those concepts that d id have meaning t o the

students were those that coul d be r e adily applied or posed
the most difficulty in their lives outsid e of class .

For

many the lack of mean i ng in t h is course was due to having
previously had a lot of experi ence wi th groups a nd their
dynamics.
Group Relationships.

Group relationships was an area

where students expressed the i r reaction to individual group
members and to the group as a whole.

The focus of most of

the comments in this area was how each individua l student
perceived the group and how the group reacted to the
i ndividual student a nd to others in the group .

This seemed

to be an area o f i mportance to the students.
The comments most often mad e r egarding the group
focused on descriptive characteristics of the group.
characteri sti cs f e ll into two ma jor categori es .

These

One related

to observable physical qualities, and the other related to
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positive and negative personal aspects of the group .

For

example, the most frequently mentioned observable physical
characteristi c of the group was that it was a diverse group
where everyone was unique and different from each other.
Harriet recognized this, when she sai d,
You can definitely see the personalities as you sit
around the table of who is more of an aggressive
student, and who ' s more laid back, who doesn't speak
out, who speaks out too much, who brings personal
problems to the table, who doesn't know what's going on
at all. It's a very diverse group of people;
backgrounds, ages, employment , everything .
Cindy saw this too,
I think as a whole ... we're such an interesting,
diverse group .... There are older women that are
retired and this is an enrichment. And, there's people
that kind of always loudly banged their own drum. And,
you know, it's just so many different peopl e there.
In addition to comments on general differences, a few
students pointed out that there was a gender imbalance with
more females than males and that there were a number of
older members in the group.

Evelyn, the oldest member of

the group, had an interesting perspect ive on th i s,
I felt that there were people of various ages in the
group, and somebody had to be the oldest one. And I
guess I am it, although Harri et is almost up there with
me . But I've worked with people of all ages all my
life. I don't feel uncomfortable about it. I haven't
accepted my age yet anyway.
One fourth of the group was in their late 50's to late 60 ' s,
and there was only one male student.

Si nce this group did

have a wide var iety of racial, ethnic, age and gender
differences, these observati ons on the differences in the
group were not particularly profound.
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The personal characteristics of the group that were
mentioned fell into positive and negative aspects of the
group.

The positive characteristics that were mentioned

included that the group was interesting, ta l kat ive,
accepting, caring, creative, respectf ul, comfortable, nice
and enthusiastic.

Phyllis, who had originally started the

program with another group, provided some valuable insights
into this group,
This group to me .. it's not as tense. The other group
to me seemed more tense .. maybe I felt tense . It just
seemed too rigid for me . Maybe because there's a lot
of people who are artsy in this group, and they' re very
creative people, and they seem very .. . they don't seem
narrow minded. Not that the other people did . [This
group is ] more open .. recept ive to different th ings .
So, I like this group. I really do, but it's a nice
mix of everything.
On the negative side, there were some students who felt that
the group was unfriendly, difficult to get to know, and
competitive.

Virginia was one of those students.

She felt

that,
We had people who would talk on top of people and there
was a lot of competitiveness. I understand why because
I felt that way too. You 're supposed to act i n class,
and you've got your grades in there and .... so we, had a
lot of competi tiveness and rudeness in my estimation.
But then i n the third week we seemed to talk about it
and kind of straighten it out. People have at least in
my estimation listened to each other.
A few students also pointed out that they were uncomfortable
with people discussing their personal probl ems in class, and
they felt that this was a group of adults who were acting
like kids.

As Richard pointed out, "Many times everything

got, you know, maybe a little out of hand, with side
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conversations and stuff like that, and nobody within our
group would stop it . "

So the students were recognizing a

variety of characteristics about this group.
Aside from describing the group characteristics, a few
members of the group were able to reflect upon what was
happening in the group.

Their reflections ranged from what

the group meant to them to specific insights into both
individual members and the group as a whol e.

When

considering what the group meant to them, it was i nteresti ng
to see that these students valued and were learning a lot
from others in the group.

Phyllis felt that,

They all have something that I feel like I can learn or
take wi th me . Really everyone. Every single one of
them. I don't know if they feel like that about
everybody else, but for me, I'm looking at it as an
opportunity to learn from each one of them because
every single one of them is different. To learn and
take something from them.
Some students were also trying to figure out the group and
the i r role in it.

They questioned what the group's reaction

to them was.
In looking at the specific insights they had into
different members of the group and how the group was
functioning as a whole, Mary Ann described some of her own
and the group's reaction to various students in the class.
We all feel sorry for her because she doesn't say
anything. She's very shy and quiet and I don't know
how we're going to bring her out. But I thought that
was nice that there were two women there who really
want to bring her out, and I think that was very .. that
I can identify with. There's another woman who's very
difficult for me and I avoid her. But I guess that's
what you have to do. That 's probably a good learning
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experience, that we are all d i fferent a nd all have to
learn to get a l ong with the differences .
For the group as a whole , a few students identified some of
the negative unspoken group issues of gender and race that
seemed to be underlying a lot o f the group's interacti ons.
But they also saw the group growing and learning and comi ng
together as a group .

Again Mary Ann summed this up when she

said, "I can see the group growing and I can see us coming
together a little bit more and loosening up. "
I n genera l , the individual reaction to the group was
positive.

Everyone in t he group had a general liking for

the rest of the group.

There were no overt animosities, and

everyone saw the group as friendly, caring, and respectful,
and as a group that they liked interacting with even though
they were all qu i te different from each other.
Individual/Personal Issues.

For the most part this

area dealt with what this course meant to the students on a
personal level .

I t also revealed some of what the students

were experienci ng in their own lives while they were
attending this class.

But most importantly, the students

revealed a lot about t he mselves and how they perceived
themselves in this educational endeavor.
Most of the student comments in this area relat ed t o
their reasons for goi ng back to school and for being in t his
program.

In explaining their reasons for being in the

program, other issues surfaced as we l l.

The two main

reasons for being in this program were the desire for a
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career change, and the desire to get a bachelor's degree.
Most students saw this program as a way to prepare
themselves for a career that they had always desired, but
were currently not pursuing.

As Cindy stated " I am really

a nx i ous to make a career change and the only way that I can
do it is to get some more education."
Aside from providing the requisite degree for changing
careers, the desire to get a bachelor's degree was also seen
as an accomplishment and the completion of unfinished
business since many of these students were r eturni ng to
school after a hiatus.

To Evelyn a nd Virginia, t wo of the

oldest students, getting a degree was particularly
meani ngful.

Evelyn's story was,

First of a ll , I 've done a lot of work and I 've realized
when I dec i ded to go back to school, nobody really
considered me as not having degrees . It was rea lly a
commitment for me to say, "Okay, I haven't finished my
college work." I t surprised me that nobody realized
that, but it was really a matter of coming face to face
wi th i ncompl ete work. When my husband died, I looked
at myself eventually, and though I was kind of lost,
and I thought, "Well , what do I wish I had finished?"
And this was the big answer. And I was sorry, I had
six and a half years of college but no degree.
Virginia's story was similar, and as she described,
When I was divorced, I had an opportunity to rise very
qu i ckly in different positions . First, I did go back
to school for two years and became an i nterior designer
so I had one small degree there. And then I got i nto
alcoholism [counseling] . I rose very quickly in that
because that was like twenty years ago. It just seemed
that I started as a counselor, and then I went to head
counselor and then I was program coor dinator. Always
at the back of my head and everybody else's was, "Do
you have a degree?" Wel l, I d i dn't, but I was wor k i ng
on this. That sort of held me back personally and
businesswise, because I was dealing with people who had
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Master's degrees. I think, by the grace of God, I was
able to hold my own out there wi thout the degree. So,
it's always been there, you know. It's probably more
i mportant to me than most people because of the lost
opportunity when I was young. So, I have this vision
that my children see me in a cap and gown and getting
my degree next year.
A few of the students expressed a slightly d ifferent
perspective on why they were in the program by commenting
that they were bored and had to do somethi ng .

They were

also hoping that not only would they meet interesting peopl e
in the program but that they would make themselves more
interesting in the process.

Amy enumerated her reasons for

returning to school ,
I guess I have to finish what I start. Number one,
i t's basically accepted to go back to school at any
age. Number two, you can only play tennis and shop for
so many years . Number three, you do meet interesting
and d ifferent people i n different classes.
Comments on family or personal problems also arose that were
unre l ated to what was happening in class.
Aside from the basic desire to obtain a degree, some
students expressed a strong desire to grow and learn.

They

recognized that l earni ng i n general could make a profound
qifference i n their lives, and they enjoyed learning.

Mary

Ann commented, "I've enjoyed being a student the past three
years since I've returned to school, I have actually enjoyed
the learning process."

Richard said,

This is not my first time back in school, and what I've
liked about being in school is the opportunity to grow.
It's made a profound difference in my life, you know,
going back. I was never a good student, so going back,
I'm able to show myself that I'm quite capable of doing
the work. If I really care about the subject, I'm
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quite capable of doing whatever it takes to get i t
done .
Evelyn also felt glad "to be wi th people who are growing and
learning, and that's what I'm most anxious to do."

More

specifically, they had a strong des i re to learn about
themselves and others.

Amy summed this up best by saying,

It 's a nice opportunity to see what's going on outside
this little world. Some of the people in our class are
just so different from one another that after, I guess,
our fi ve meeti ngs I figured most of them out. It's
very interesting not only going to class but l istening
to the i nteracti on and hearing these people communicate
with one another. I mean some of them are scared of
their own shadows, and some are just unbelievable into
themse l ves . I 'm just learning so much from the people
i n my d ifferent classes that I've taken over the last
25 years that f orget about the books and forget about
the i nstruction and forget about the lectures. Just
the interaction between these people, it's amazing what
you can learn f rom just watching them.
Through this particul ar class the students seemed to be
gai n ing i ns i ghts i nto the i r own per sonality and recognizing
that the i r percepti ons of others were accurate.

They also

saw the i mportance o f belonging to the group, and that
developing re lat ionships with other students would be
helpful to their own learning.
In general, the students derived a great deal of
personal meani ng from partici pation in this program.
Getting an education and learning were important personally
to this group of students.

However, about half of the group

seemed to be pursuing this degree completion program
thinking that i t would almost guarantee them a new, more
lucrative job.

The other half of the class found just the
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experience of personally learning and growing as the most
valuable par t of education .

At var ious times throughout t he

program th i s iss ue became a t opi c of d i s cussion wi th those
who wer e in the program for the pure j oy of learning tryi ng
to c onvi nce the ot hers who j us t wanted a degr ee that there
was s omething more t o be gained from lear ning than j us t a
piece o f paper.
Teacher.

Since a teacher can ha ve an impact on student

learning, i t was interesting to note the comments that
student s had r e garding the teacher.

Once again the majority

of t he comments s tudents made about the t eacher were
focu sing mai n ly on descriptive c ha racter istics .

However , a

few o f t he students were ab l e to reflect on what having a
teacher l ike this o ne meant t o them.
Most of t he student comment s about t he teacher dealt
with a d e scription of various qualit ies that the students
perceive d in t he teacher.

The comments focused on either

personal c harac t eristics or the students' reaction to her
professional qualities.

The primary characteristics that

the ma j ority of the students ide nti f ied was that the tea c her
was a facilitator.

Amy put i t nicely,

She was a facilitator . That's what s he was . She wa s
defin itely that . She was ne utra l . J ust, you know,
she d i dn 't ex press her opinion or nothing . We would
go . She kept us. She would let us talk, and she ' d
watch and wha t ever . She wa s a good facilitator . I
l earned from watching her and the way she conducted the
group .
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However, some of the students were bothered by this lack of
structure.

Mary Ann, in particular, was uncomfortable with

this style of teaching .
Frankly, what I guess I was expecting was more
instruction, more from Kate, which in our second class
we learned she's a facili tator. She's not supposed to
stand there and l ecture and I do like the input of an
instructor, so that is going to take some getting used
to. I don ' t think that we're learning that much from
each other.
This perception of the teacher as a f acilitator may have
resulted from the students learning what a facilitator was
as part of the course, or they noticed this quality because
i t was a key component of a non-traditional approach to
learning .

Additional comments about the teacher's teaching

ability included that she was organized and prepared and did
a good job.

Students perceived her as a guide who was fair,

and knowledgeable.

They also felt that she used r elevant

examples, made appropriate comments on their papers, and
handled the class well.
Personal characteristics seemed to be important to
these students as well.

They found the teacher to be

pleasant, nice, upbeat, accepting, warm, low key and calm .
Some felt that she was a wonderfu l teacher who was
approachable and someone they could talk to.

Evelyn felt

that "she's a very warm, open person and a very feeling
persona, and I could relate to her very quickly."
found her cute and attractive, and explained,
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Richard

I mean she was p leasant to look a t. Okay, from a male
standpoi nt, that I don ' t have to explain. But I think
what went along with that was that she was very vital.
She was very upbeat. She was never really down. She
was never negative. So, that's an attraction right
there.
In general, the students enjoyed and liked Kate .

Harriet

even pointed out that the teacher seemed to like the group
as well, when she said,
I thought she was charming. She loved our g roup. At
least, she said that she did, and I believed it. She
was very down to earth. She was laid back. She really
let us have the lead. She didn't pull t he reins in
tight a lot.
A few students reflected on some of the deeper issues
that occurred regarding the teacher.

For example, some of

the students gained a deeper understanding of the
teacher/facilitator role .

As Diane explained,

She is very good. The more, actually, the more I've
been reading the yel l ow book about the facilitator's
role, the more I've been re-evaluating the way she was
doing it. Because, I mean, at that time I wasn ' t
watching the way she was facilitating. But she's
actually more of a facilitator than a teacher. She
needs us to kind of do the group process in itself, but
yet lead us at the same t i me. So it's a very hard,
actua lly, a hard role for her I would think. But she,
she hand led it very, she's very wonderful.
As Phyll is pointed out earlier, this teacher was a wonderful
ro le mode l for being a facilitator .
A few students also saw behind the role of the teacher
and recognized that the teacher was a human being who could
be upset by conflict that occurred in class and who could be
emotionally involved in the teaching/learning experience.
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Evelyn referred to the incident with the team building
exercise to explain this .

Evelyn's explanation was,

The room was quiet and somber as we closed and this
seemed to upset Kate, who felt she was an upbeat
person, and I f eel what happened was rather import ant
so I wrote this paper and told her that I felt that it
was great that they could feel comfortable enough to
air their anxieties. She fel t that, and she answered
me, and she said "I appreciate the analysis and I think
since some of the class members looked at further ing
their education in a positive way, when the class
shifted, these individual s appeared disappointed. " ... I
think she'll learn , and I think that these things are
going to happen again a nd she'll learn from them. But
she coul dn 't guide the group into being upbeat and
talking about pizza when they were talking about l os ing
their jobs, you know. So that was my reaction.
So by Kate confronting different situations in class, some
of the students felt that she and the group would be
learn i ng from these experiences.

I n general, the students

did not have a great deal to say about the teacher, other
than she was a facilitator, they liked her as a person, and
that she seemed to enjoy teaching them.
Context .

In looking at the meaning that students

construct of a learning situation, it was possible that the
context in which they learn had an impact on their learning.
For this reason, students were asked for their r eaction to
non-trad itional learning to see what if any meaning this
held for the students.
Non- traditional learning in a n accelerated format was
new to most of the students in this group.

Because this was

a new experience, comments made by the students revealed
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that some of the group liked this approach and some did not.
I n all, six students liked non-traditional l earning and four
did not which l eft two students who liked learning this way
but found it frustrating.

Harriet expressed this sentiment

by saying,
I'm less frustrated with it now than I was at the
beginning .... At the beginning even though my schooling
was a long t ime ago , I still remember a very structured
environment, and when you were learning something, you
were learning it, and you weren't ... ! guess you l earned
more with blinders on and totally focused. So that in
this interaction kind of learning, when somebody does
go off on a tangent, it frustrated me the first few
times it happened. But now I'm a little more pliabl e
and able to sit there without fidgeting, because that
tangent is worthwhile too . Even though it doesn't
particularly pertain to the subject matter, it still
may be important enough to pick something up from.
The positive aspects that students found meaningfu l
were the personable, inte ract ive format which was less
structured and involved more small group i nteraction; and
the experientially based learning that made the readings in
the book come a live.

As Evelyn commented, "the experiential

things were very v i v id .''

I n addition to liking this more

interactive approach, a few students liked the fact that
there were no tests and no math in the program, but there
was a lot of writing.

Mary Ann, in particular, found this

emphasis on writing and lack of math to be a strong reason
for chosing this program.

As she pointed out,

Quite frankly, the reason I chose to do this nontraditional program was really because of the math
requirement in the other schools, which would have
entailed three semesters. It would have been three
semesters just to work up to the course that I needed
for a quarter and this looked very good and very
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interesting because of the wr i t i ng aspec t. I do like
to wr i te, and I thought it would be a great learn i ng
experience.
Some students also liked the convenience of learning this
way or as Harriet put i t, "you stand still and the schoo l
moves around you."
The negative comments abou t this approach to l earning
stemmed mainly from the students wanting the context to be
more traditional with l ess student input and more teacher
lecture.

Richard summed this up by saying,

I don't think I expected, I guess, I didn't really
expect that as a class we were going to be doing what
we have done so far, lik e actually having control of
the whole. A lot o f control within the group and have
things go .. . you d i dn't actually have stuff that you had
to copy down from the blackboard and the teacher
telling you everythi ng. I don't think I expected that.
I mean, I think, I e xpected more instr uction from the
pulpit, more instructi on from the i nstructor, that we
would have to be listen i ng more if nothing else, and
there wasn't as much of that in the group. I guess
that was a little b i t o f a surprise to me. And it was
explained. Kate did explain why. So, then I
understood it, but I guess I .. . that's a little bit of a
transition there, and I didn ' t really expect that.
Asi de from liking or disliking this non-traditional
approach, some students fou nd that this was a more
challenging way of learning and definitely f ound this to be
a wonderful growing experience for them.

Diane emphasized

that "this is accelerated .. it's very challenging," and Cindy
added that "it's forcing me to thi nk of things, to do things
i nstead of waiting for somebody else to give it, to tell me
how to do th i ngs."

They also appreciated the fact that this

type of learning allowed for different ways of learning and
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were surprised that so much l earning was occ urring because
i t was fun.

Overall, the students were fi ndi ng this non-

traditi onal program to be a positive experience.
Learning.

In considering what they had learned in this

course, the students comments fell into four general
categories.

They learned about learning, about themselves,

about others, a nd about applying their learning to life.
This area provided much more r efl ecti on on t he pa r t of the
students.
Learning about l earni ng brought comments a bout
different aspects o f l earni ng, such as the activities
i nvolved in l earning, and the appr oa ch to l e arn i ng a nd the
i mportance of the group process to l ear n i ng.

An

appreci ati on for the class activities was mentioned, and
students thought these acti vities were v i v id and r e ally
brought to life the theories about group dynamics .

A few

students also expressed an appreciati on for t he fact that
this type of l earning focused more on feel i ngs and gave
students an opportunity to go in different directions and
pursue their own learning.

Phyllis focused on the feeling

aspect of this lear n i ng and the value of the group when she
said,
that was one of the things, and then we were ta l k i ng
about just more feeling type things ... So the group
i s .. there is a lot that they bring. Not just the
creative, but the .. . not just creative thinkers, but
there's a lot. There are people there who aren't so
creative that have a lot to offer and give to the
group.
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Amy also recognized that she was learning every minute and
not just during class time.
I did learn a lot. I me a n I could walk outside and
learn something from walking outside. I could learn
traffic law. I can learn about concrete . It 's not
like you have to be in a class for that extra ten
minutes and not take a break and let the air circulate
because I'm going to miss something in there. I know
better than that.
A new appreciation and understanding of group process as a
means of l ear ning was also mentioned.

Communication and

listening to different viewpoints were also i mportant to
this process .
Learning about themselves seemed to be a key component
of what the students learned in t h is course.
out, "What am I l earni ng?
with the public.
family.
self."

As Amy pointed

I guess I 'm learning how to deal

I guess I'm l earni ng how to dea l wi th my

I guess I'm learn ing how to deal with my inner
Many students mentioned indivi dual changes in their

learning, such as becoming more aware and learning to
analyze, evaluate and use informat ion better.

For example,

Diane noticed that she " evaluated conversations differently
than I d i d .
now I do."

Actually I didn't used to evaluate them, but
Lear ning these skills seemed to help build self-

confidence as learners.
Learning about others in the class helped students
increase their underst anding of human behavior.

Several

students commented that they were learning how and why
people react to communicat ion , and were learning about
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different personalities and how to deal with them.

Amy

queried,
So what am I learning from the class? I'm learning
about people. I'm learning about why they do what they
do, and that there is a certain t i me frame. There's
elements. There's environment. I feel that some of
the people are in the class because they're lonely. A
lot of the people are in the class to raise their selfesteem. Half the class thinks that they're going to go
on to bigger and better jobs.
The students also learned to listen to different viewpoi nts
and carne to the realization that other students were getting
different things out of the same situation.

There seemed to

be a genuine appreciati on for the other students, and a few
students even recognized that they were learning a great
deal from other students in class through the i r comments and
diverse perspecti ves and by observing the group and applying
some of the group dynam i cs theories they had learned.
However, one student felt that learning so much about the
personal experiences o f other group members was a negative
and somethi ng she d i dn't want to learn.
The most important thing that students learned
throughout this course was that they could take the theories
they had learned in the course and apply these theories to
their lives.

Amy realized the importance of this, but she

didn't th i nk the other students did.

She commented that,

These people went into this curriculum thinking there's
going to be a lecture. They're goi ng to take notes.
They're recording the classes, and there's going to be
a test at the end of the week. They don't understand
what they're reading and what they're writing. They
have to absorb, put it together, and write it down.
They're not asking you a matching question. They're
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listi ng all these sci ent i sts and all the theories and
match them, or what i s this theory? How does it?
That's not what it's for . They don't care if you use
this as a reference . They want you to use this as a
reference . They want you to apply it to everyday life.
People in the class, they don't get it. They're
waiting for a lecture every day . There are four tape
recorders or f i ve going . Every time someone writes
something on the board, these people write it down.
Instead of, th i nk about what ' s on the board; how it
relates to the people in the class, how it relates to
the environment, how i t relates to the culture that
they live i n, how it relates to the people that they
know, how it relates to the group. They're not getting
it. They ' re not thinking . They're writing it down
because they th i nk they ' re goi ng to be tested on it,
and they don't understand how the program works. Even
if it was expl a i ned to them, it has to be explained
over because they think it's a regular class situation .
They don't know it's independent study a nd i ndependent
learning. I l ike it because I can work a t my own speed
when I want, how I want and if I have any questions
I ' ll ask them.
on the other hand, some student s comme nt ed they were making
connections between what they were learning and what was
happening to them in the i r daily lives.

Virginia pointed

this out when she said,
I really have learned a great deal, and it's sort of
putting it into my own l ife. As a matte r of fact, it's
inspi red me to do something that I probably wouldn't
have done otherwise, that was to have a talk with my
son which is set up for tomorrow, about some of my own
needs and how I fee l I'm growing .... so I 'm hoping to,
you know, use some of what I ' ve l earned and put it in
practice with my fami l y .
This application of theories seemed to be occurring both
within the classroom and at work or at home .
Change.

Since l earni ng presupposes that some change

will occur, it was interest i ng to see if the s t uden t s saw
any change occurring, either in themselves or in other
s t udents i n class.

Dynami cs of Group Behavior, as the first
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class, did not lend itself to noting much change i n the
group as a whole or in group members , because of the short
time frame and because the students were still getting to
know one another.

However, some students did noti ce that

they had changed even in a short four week peri od.
The individual changes that students noticed wer e
actual changes i n their behavior, an i ncrease in awareness,
and a deeper understanding.

As Virginia commented

previously, she was actually able to use some of the group
discussion theory in her own life and therefore saw a change
i n her behavi or as she tried out these new behaviors in her
own life.

Another student found that she had become more

f ocused and goal oriented in h e r behav ior as a result of
this class.

An increase in awareness was mentioned by a

number of student who felt that they were now analyzing the
worl d differently because they could take the theories and
see how they applied in their lives.

They also felt that

they were more aware of human behavior and that they had
gai ned a d i fferent perspective o n some of the beliefs that
they had hel d.

This different perspective was echoed by a

student who saw this course opening up new v i stas and new
understandings, while another student, Harriet, gained a
deeper understanding of learning as encompassing all of
one's experiences and that tangents could be worthwhile.
Although the content of this course was on group
dynamics, only Mary Ann commented on any changes that they
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perceived in the group as a whole or i n i nd i v i dua l members .
She observed that,
I can see the group growing, and I can see us coming
together a little bit mo re and loosening up. Everybody
seems very .. I th ink everybody in this group, this would
be my personal guess, is not really sure, except for
Amy, is not really sure what's expected of them, a nd
it's very uptight. It's nebulous. We don ' t know what
we're getting into.
The focus for most of the students during this first class
was on themselves as learners and on how they fit in with
the other members of the class.
Summary .

Of the six areas that were d i scussed above,

the areas that received the most attention and had the most
meani ng f or these students were those i nvo l ving their own
personal i ssues and those involving their reaction to the
group a nd how t hey fit into the group .

I ndividually some of

the students could see that they were becoming more
analytical and more aware of human behavi or .

They also saw

that the group with all of its diversity was valuable to
their learning.

The two areas that seemed to be least

i mportant were the content or subject matter and the
teacher.

Although students felt that they had learned

something and could apply what they learned to their own
life situations, very l ittle actual subject matter was
mentioned .

In regard to the teacher, the general reaction

was posi tive, but beyond the observation that she was a good
facilitator, most of the students had litt le to say about
what she meant to their learning.
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Teacher A Percept ions/Meanings
Descripti on.

The first instructor, Kate, that this

group of students encountered was lively and vivacious .

She

was a white female, 26 years old, and was younger tha n all
the students except one .

Although h er age did not appear to

present a probl em to the students, i t was a concern for the
instructor that her students might not t ake her seriously.
She expressed t his conce r n by sayi ng that "sometimes my
concept of age and how they're going to r eact to me is a
pressure.

It's like an expectati on th a t maybe I have to try

harder" (Inte rview #1) .

Asi de f r om being youthfu l , Kate

presented herself as a professi onal wi th a great dea l of
self-confidence .

Being a ttracti ve i n appearance and having

an up- beat, friendly personalit y appeared to be assets when
establishing herself as the instructor of this particular
class.
Interestingly e nough, Kate did not originall y i ntend to
pursue a career in teaching, but a successfu l first
experience teaching a college class changed her mind .

In

fact, her first students liked her so much as a teacher that
they gave her a plant a nd a note that said,
"We know that we've heard you talk about wanti ng
to go into business and tra i ning and al l that, but
we just want you to know that we just hope you
would keep teaching, because we thought that you
d i d a great job, and that that's what we think you
s hould be doing. And you need to know that."
From tha t point on Kate has been teaching at least part-ti me
in a variet y o f settings wh i ch i nclude business seminars,
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training for the a r me d s ervices, a nd adjunct professorships
at NLU and various j un i or colleg es.
Al though Kate had only b een teaching part-time and had
had no formal teacher trai ni ng, s he had developed her own
philosophy of education t h r o ugh occasional workshops and her
own observations and refl ections.

Th i s philosophy became

evident i n the i nter views wi t h he r as she described her ro l e
as a teacher, her expecta t ions for the students and the
learning outcomes that she hoped to ach i eve .

I t i s these

three areas that are d i scussed be l ow .
Perception o f the Te ac her .

Since a teacher has an

influence on what happens i n th e c lass r oom and i s there t o
assist in the learning tha t occurs, i t was i mportant to
understand how that rol e was perce i ved by the teachers
themselves.

Kate reveale d he r perception of the teacher's

role by highl ighting i n g enera l the characteristics and
methods used be teach ers a nd by expl aining how she
personally appr oached t he task o f t e aching.
Kate had an inter esting way of describing the general
characteristics of a t eac her by e xpl aining what she used to
think a teacher was.
I guess the concept is that I always thought that
I was going to teach i t . And I'm the expert, and
they need to know that I'm the expert, and that I
need to tell them that. This is my prior concept.
And that they need to know that I know what i s
going on, and that I need to cite statistics and
cite research, and that I need to talk about that,
urn, that I just need to re f er to the books the
whole time, and that I a l ways had to do, I guess,
an academic or background type summary whenever I
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was t al k ing a nd citing research . That was what I
thought, my first image of teachi ng was. I t was
do ing tha t and tha t they were supposed to learn
from that. (Intervi ew #1)
Kate no longe r saw the role of a teacher as being an expert
and the imparter of knowledge .

I nstead , over the years she

had come to realize that i t was appropriate for teachers to
admit that they might be wrong or d idn' t have the answer,
and to allow the students themselves to find t he answer and
more actively par t i cipate i n their own learning.
Another past percept i on she had of t e aching was that
teaching was fairly static.

As she expl ained,

I a l so thought that once I c ame up with a plan on
how to teach something that I c ould do i t t he same
way every time . I know that doesn' t work, so I'll
try new th i ngs out, and I 'll l e arn. (Interview #1)
The idea of change and growth on the part o f the teacher had
become an important part o f Ka te's new view of teaching.

To

Kate,
Growing i s what an instructor is all about, in
being able to change and not keep the same pattern
all the t ime . Every group's going to be different
and wi th that I have to adapt to what is needed
for that specific group . ( I nterview #3)
A teacher to Kate was someone who was human and was growing
and learning a l ong wi th the students.
A teacher's ability to adapt was also something that
Kate saw as influencing the methods a teacher would use in
t he classroom.

She quickly learned from her own experience

as a student and from her teach ing of adult lear ners that
the lecture method was not appropriate .
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As Kate explained,

I remember a lot of my professors. Their
lecturing style just wasn't quite working or
something. It wasn't terrible, but it wasn't
quite working for what t he students, well, .... what
I needed .... I have to think of my students . I
would say it 's mor e of learning through
experience. I ' ve read some, and I've done some
trai ning, but I th ink about tak i ng several
approaches to i t not just having one best way .
(I nterview #1)
Usi ng a variety of approaches and learning from experience
were elements of the methods used by adult educators , and
Kate had definite ly embraced those methods as ones that work
i n teaching adults.

In general, Kate saw the role of a

teacher as being an approachabl e human being who was capable
of adapting their methods a nd style of teaching to f it the
different students that they encountered.
Not only did Kate have a general perception of the role
of a teacher, but she also saw her own personal rol e as a
teacher .

In looki ng at Kate as a teacher, it was difficult

t o separate her methods of teaching from her characteristics
as a teacher.

Since so much of who she was as a person

naturally flowed i nto h e r style of teachi ng a nd the
techniques she used, it was almost impossible to find a
clear dividing line between who she was as a teacher and how
s he went about her craft of teaching.

The following is an

attempt to look at how Kate saw herself i n her role as a
teacher and what methods she used t o accomplish the task of
teaching .
As a person, Kate came across as a positive, up-beat,
energetic woman who was easy to talk to.
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As a teacher she

saw herself as being caring, sensiti ve, understanding, and
sympatheti c as well as kind and gentle .

It was easy to see

this in my conversations with her, and I had always f e l t an
i nstant rapport with her.

Although Kate used a number o f

adjectives to describe who she was as a teacher, the three
major attributes that kept reoccurring were bei ng up-beat or
positive, being open, and being human or real.
Being up-beat was a dr i ving force in Kate's life.
she poi nted out, "I've always wanted to be up-beat.
guess, I 've sai d that a bunch" ( I ntervi ew #3).

As

I

She saw

l earning as being fun and always made a point of greeti ng
her classes with a smile.
playing a joke on her.

She even enjoyed the c l ass

In fact, a discussion in one o f the

class sessions that ended the c l ass on a down note was
particularly disturbi ng to her and was mentioned repeatedly
in two of t he interviews .

As Kate explained,

When I used an example of team building in
corporati ons, people were looking around and the
tone of the class changed. There was more
tension. I asked if they didn't like the example.
I know some of them are not working in
corporati ons. They didn' t know what to say. The y
seemed unclear about what I was asking and didn't
have any experience with it. The tone of the
class was up-beat, but with the discussion of team
buildi ng the tone went down. One student said the
word negative, and she didn't like meetings to end
on a negative note . Another student responded
that life i sn't always positive, and these are
real issues. (Interview #2)
In addition to this confusion about the topic, one student
described a negative team building experi ence he had had at
work which exacerbated the situation.
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Kate's concern over

this incident and her des i re to be up- beat were reflected i n
t he following comment,
I always like to lea ve on an upbeat note, but that
wasn' t ... that even ing the .. not everyone left on
an upbeat note, and a lot of people asked me after
class what I thought about that. And I guess i t's
j ust part of my wanting them to like the
experience of learning, that I was hoping that
they could still like it after that situation,
although i t was only a matter of maybe 20 or 30
minutes the discussion went on . (Interview #3)
Thi s i ncident was so disturb ing to Kate that she spent many
hours trying to figure out how to deal with it in the next
class session, and it became a powerful learning experience
for her as well as t he c l ass.
Since Kate saw herself as g rowing and changing, being
open to new ide as a nd to people seemed a natural adj unct to
her i dea o f developing.

As she expl a i ned, " I 've always had

open communicat i on" (In t erview #1).

She also ta l ked about

leaving assignments open so students coul d add their own
creativity .
Usuall y I know the comfort l evel pretty well,
enough tha t they ' ll tell me , and they wi ll be open
enough, and I'm open enough to accept bei ng there
to make changes. so I th ink that's positive .
(Interview #1 )
According t o Kate, this openness on her part and willingness
to share who she wa s a s a person also encour aged students to
open up and share some o f their experiences and who they
were .
Not being arti f icially rigid or acting like an
authoritarian, Kate could r elate well to students by showing
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them that she was human.

She recognized that she was onl y

human and not some teacher authority and that the students
could learn from each other as well as from her.

Because

she was secure in who she was and valued being honest and
real with her students, she was able to admit that she
didn't know the answer to everything, and thus made herself
more accessible to students.
If I don't have an answer for a quest ion, I'll
usually say I'll fi nd that answer out or admit,
honestly admit, that I don't have the answer and
not ... and that's OK that I don't have the answer
to that. And there may be something that I ask
you that you don't have the answer to also. But
it's probably an honesty type approach, just not the
I'm the instructor, and I 'm the al l-knowing.
(Interview #1)
Sharing experiences from her own life also added to her
authenticity.

Or as Kate described it,

I 'll say things from my own experience and that .
And that they take that information, and they' r e
using that information, and they 're inquiring
more, and so I like that. And I've gotten that on
some of my feedback sheets before . So this time,
in this class specif ically that I was working
with, I tried to rea lly incorporate some of the
experiences that I've been going through and their
interpretations too. And that was real
interesting, where I could map out what I was
experiencing in my own groups and in my meetings
that I was having and involved in. And they could
real ly pull out a lot of d ifferent dynamics and a
lot of different viewpoints from it. So it was a
kind of working through situati on and I liked
that. (Interview #3)
Aside from wanting to present herself as a positive,
open human being, Kate had a strong desire to want to
succeed and do her best as a teacher.

As she explained it,

"I put more pressure on myself to, I guess, maybe make a
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good class or try to do the best I can to make a good class.
There's a higher level of expect a t ion for myself '' (Intervi ew
#1).
Although teaching is only a part-time job for Kate, it
was obvious that she put a lot of thought into her t each ing
and interactions with students.

As she explained,

It also challenges my mind too, and I rea l ly like
the experience of thinking, "OK. Remember what
they said last week or last session, and how can I
incorporate that, or how can I share with them
some more or how can I restructure things."
(Interview #1)
Kate also recognized that she had an awesome responsibility
for getting students excited about learning and getting them
to stay in school.
The relationship t hat Kate had with her students was
important to her, and she wanted to be liked by her
students, which seemed to be a constant concern for her.
I guess the role that I see is that I first have
to get them to kind of trust me, and I'm thinking
that knowing that I'm working with them and that
I'm not working against them and that I want them
all really to do good. And that I can become a
part of the team for a short time during the four
weeks and then go from there, then I guess part of
my main goal is to t ry and become a part of the
team for a short time. (Interview #1)
Since Kate saw herself as part of a team, it was no surprise
that she got very attached to her students, and genui nely
missed them when the course was finished.

Thi s idea of

work i ng as a team came from her comments that she saw
herself working with the students in class and on class
activities and involving them in some of the class
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decisions .

She also fe lt that she learned from the

students, just as they learned from her.

I n order to be

part of a team, she worked on establishing a comfort level
so that s tudents would be more open to shari ng and
interacting.

Establishing this comfort level began with her

always saying "hi" to students and asking them how their
week had been, and showing an interest in them.

She also

worked with them on various class activities instead of
paying attenti on to her notes or what she wou l d be teaching
next.

Or i n her words,
If they 're doing group work, if I'm just payi ng
attention, I make sure that I don't pay attention
to only what I have to do or what I have to teach
next or something like that, but I'll work wi th
the groups and go a nd say "hi " and ask how they're
doing and usually they will have quest ions a nd
then they will come around. (Interview #1)

She also did not put any undue pressure on them in c lass by
trying to embarrass them or demand answers from them.
I'm not going to embarrass them in front of the
class or I'm not going to put them on the spot or
put them .... I'm going to put them under pressure
to do assignments, but I'm not going to put them
under intense pressure that they can't deal with
or that they can't feel that they can tel l me that
this is too much or something. (Interview #1)
She respected the students and tried to establish a t rus t ing
environment for them.

She seemed to have been successful in

establishing a personal relationship with her students
because they rewarded her with small gifts and genuine
comments that they would like to have her as an instructor
again.
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- - - - --

Because Kate was such an open person who valued the
relationship that she had with her students, much of her
teaching methods grew out of this concern for her students.
She also saw learning as being fun.

With these two ideas in

mind it was easy to see that the lecture method did not seem
to apply to the adult students that she taught.

To her,

students learned by doing and through their experiences so
she employed a wide variety of activities to provide
experi ences for her students.

Or as she described it,

I think that's positive, that there's any measure
that they can learn in . So I really wanted to
adapt as many examples as I could so I was meeting
all the needs of people that were working and
people that weren't working. So it 's a
combination to be able to pull out different
examples so they could , they could relate . So
it's good. ( I nterview #3)
Two specific activities that she mentioned were sharing a
real world experience for the class to a nalyze and having
students take on different roles to see how groups function.
I actually put two different people i n
facilitative roles and they were to team
facilitate the discussions and what they did, they
did what they wanted. They split the class in
half, and they sat in there, and they did their
discussion with half the class, and that really
encouraged the other people who don't speak out
that much to speak out and so those facilita tors
... what they did was they had an opportunity to be
facilitators and actually use what they had been
reading in the class, and so they got to draw that
out and then also draw out everyone into talking
more. And they had a lower threat level, I guess,
of saying something that may be, urn, maybe ... I
guess people have a fear that people won't like
what they say when they're in larger groups so
they don't speak, but in this smaller group there
were more people t alking and voicing their
opinions. They felt more comfortable to do that.
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And I noticed because they did those s mall groups,
it ev e n came out in the l arger group that they
talked more . The other t hing that I did is I had
shared with the m a progression of a meeting I was
involved i n at work and some of the memos that
were put out and meeting minutes and I shared with
them what I was getting a nd what was happening
.... so I was explaining to them that situation and
then they wanted to know what happened with the
meeting. So I diagrammed it out .... and so I told
them what I was going to do and I told them how it
went and then I told them how t h e group worked
together and what my analysis would be .. then I
asked them what would they do with the next step.
And so I had them ident i fy the problems with the
group from the i nformation they had in the minutes
and the agenda and then I asked them to put
together what they thought should be addressed in
the next meeti ng so then they had some , they had a
situation that was a tru e situation.
(Int erview #3)
She also encouraged s t uden t s to share the i r r e levant
personal experiences, and bring in current topics for
discussion.

In addi t i on, she shared her own experiences and

the n demons trated how she had analyzed a situation or what
her thinking was in regard to that situation.

I n this way

s he was serving as a model for the crit ical thinking that
she would have liked her students to do as well.
Kate was also very ref lective of her teaching and was
always striving to adapt what she was doing in the c lassroom
to meet the needs of her students.

Or as she said, " I like

the experience of thinking ' OK, Remember what they said last
week or last session and how can I incorporate that, or how
can I share with them some more, or how can I restructure
things?'" (Interview #1)

She did this by observing t h e

reaction of the class to the different activities that she
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introduced and by asking the s tudents for feedback on a
weekly basis.

She also observed that, " I guess my style,

and all that, it only continues to develop as I go along"
(Intervi ew # 1 ) .
Possibly the best way to und erstand what the rol e of
the teacher meant to Kate was to l ook at why she found
teaching so rewarding.
change.

To Kate, "It's watching people

It's watching peopl e grow.

It 's watching people

accept new ideas ..... ! l i ke challenging their minds and I
would like to see them grow'' (I nte r v i ew #1).

Not only d i d

she f i nd watching her students cha nge and grow rewarding,
but she also saw teaching a s a benef it t o her personally by
keeping her mi nd active and by invol v ing her in people's
lives.

As she described,

I like that exciting part of using my mind like
that ..... ! get to use my mi nd more when I'm
teaching so that wou l d be one t h ing that's
exciting for me. And I guess I a lways get to keep
up wi th, I get to keep up with certain issues and
the way people think about them. (Interview #1)
She expressed her joy in getti ng to know different people by
saying,
I like having the opportuni ty to get to know so
many peopl e and different things about them different personal i ties, and d ifferent life
experiences . Everybody has their own story, and I
guess I would rather do that than watch TV.
(Interview #l)
The excitement and energy that Kate got from teaching was
obvious thr oughout her interviews.

She emphasized how much

teaching was a positi ve experience for her when she
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obser ve d , ''I just think it's really, reall y a bri ght spot
for my life" (Interv iew #1) .
Perception of Students.

Not only was Kate ' s view of

her ro le a s teacher important to the lear n i ng expe r i enc e,
but how s he perceived the students and t heir rol e i n t he
l e arn i ng pr ocess was a l so important.

He r c omme nts focus e d

f irst, on her expectations of the students before she
actuall y me t them, whi ch was f ollowed by her assessme nt o f
t his actual group of stud ents and their r eact ion t o her, and
f i na lly she d i scussed the chang es t hat s he obser ved i n this
group o f s tudents at the end of the course.
\~hen

Kate was asked to t alk about her e xpe ctations of

t h i s g r oup of s tudents before s he me t t hem, she was hesi t ant
t o do so beca use she di d not want to pr e j udge t he stude nts.
I n a dd i t i on, she fe l t that regardless of some one else ' s
assessme nt of t hese students that t hey would be d iffe rent
wi th her , s o i t d i d not matter what they we re like before
the y e nter ed into a r e lat i onshi p wi th he r as a teache r .
s he put it so wel l,
I think that I woul d rather go in t he situa t ion
a nd see what they are l i ke because e ac h of
thern ... They have to adapt to my s t yle too , and s o
i t wil l evoke a different reaction. Th e ir
r eacti on as to someone of my personality type
c orni ng in .. They're going to react a c ertai n way , I
th i nk. And I think that that's part o f the r ole ,
s o I can't really know what their conflict s t yles
are going to be through my class unti l they
i nteract wi th me, even though that urn bec ause I 'm
a factor too. They could have had ... I could have
had a bad day. I could have come i n, and they ma y
not like the tone of voice I 've been using, and so
they're reacting to that. So they, yo u know, s o
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As

they could react that way and have a different
styl e with me a l so. So they're adapt ing t o me
also. I don't think I 'd want to know that
information in advance, I guess, because I think
i t could ... there are so many variables, I think
i t woul d change or i t coul d change. I guess i t's
kind of my idea that everybody is really a blank
sheet o f paper to me and so I hear t hem speak, or,
urn, or they int e ract with me, and they ... I just
r eally don't think going i n wi th an idea befor e
hand i s going to benefit me too much . (Intervi ew
#3)
For Kate, opini ons and perceptions of the s tud ents were
formed only after she had a n opport u ni t y t o i nterac t wi t h
them and get to know them .
Even though Kate was not will ing to prejudge this
group, she was able to identify some general characte r i s t ics
o f adult l ear ne rs .

There were two factors that she felt

could influence how t he students as a who l e reacted t o
returning to finish their degree.

These were the size of

the group and the location of the group .

She found i n the

th r ee to four years that she had been teaching in this
program that the larger the size o f t he group the l ess the
commi tment to finish the program.

AS

she saw it, this was

possibly due to the fact that with a l arge group some o f the
students seem to get lost a nd never become an integral part
of the group.

Smaller groups tended to be very supporti ve

of each other and encouraged students to finish as a g r oup.
She also found that the location of the group had an e ffect
on the students.

In comparing s tudents from this suburban

area with those from the city o f Chi cago, she found that
there was a higher level of self-confidence and belief that
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they would finish t han in the Chicago cohort groups .

This

wa s possibly due to t he achievement expectations that were
i nhere nt i n tha t particular communi t y .
I n general, Kate saw adult s t udents as being very
de dicat ed and responsible learners .

Unlike tradit iona l

college students , a ccording to Kate, adult learners we re
r e a dy to learn a nd wanted to do the ir very best .

The y

wanted to be good at l e ar ning and becau se they c onsi dere d
thems e lves s uccessfu l in life they also expected t hat they
would always get A's .

Even with this intense desire t o

suc ceed and do well, Kate noticed that many adult students,
e s pe cially in this first class, were questioning the i r
ability to do t he work a nd had some a nx i ety about being able
t o get all the class work and read i ng done .

Since Kate saw

a major part of her role as teacher as encouraging students
to complete the program, she knew that eventually these
students would f i gur e out that they could do it .
One final expectati on that Kate had of adu l t learne r s
i n this program was t hat they would come togethe r as a
g roup .

She expe c ted the group to b ecome close and

supportive of each other .

She also expected that there

would be very little c ompetition among the students .

Since

the stude nts would be t ogether a s a group for over a year ,
Kate saw tha t completing the program was a group effort.
Her f ocus in he r teaching reinforced t h is idea of building a
t e am t hat was wor king t oward the same goal .
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Once Kate had met and interacted with t his group , she
found some of her general expectations of adult learners
were true, but she was also able to see the unique
characterist i cs of this particul ar group .

Like most adul t

learners, Kate was able to see that this group d id go beyond
the call of duty and put a great dea l of e ffort into their
papers and their presentati ons.

They were really try ing to

do the best that they could and were high l y motivated .

Also

like most adu l t learners, some members of this group were
struggling with self- esteem issues and were wonde r ing if
they could do i t.

However, she d i d not see a great deal of

anxiet y over the class wor k.

Finally, as she expect ed, this

group did grow together over the course of four weeks.

They

seemed to figure out a way to get along and work well
together.
The specific characteristics t hat Kate noticed right
from the beginning were that this was a very talkative
group , who were very vocal in voicing their opinions.

Th is

could have l ed to conflict within the group, but Kate also
noticed that this group had a good sense of humor, a nd the
students were willing to be very open and honest wi th each
other and had established a great deal of trust which
contributed to their ability to get a l ong.

She also noticed

that this group was a very artistic and creative group with
three or four artists , and that they were very insightful
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and expressive.

The range of experiences that these

students had and their varied backgrounds also contributed
to a richness in their classroom contributions and their
papers and presentations .
Although Kate noticed that there were a lot of strong
personalities in the group, she felt that there really was
not a lot of competing among the students.

This could be

due to the fact that when the students took the conflict
inventory that none of them used the competing style to
resolve conflict and most of them chose either collaborating
or compromising.

Kate sensed that they also saw each other

as equals.
One major difference that Kate noticed with this group
was that there were two distinct views of why these students
were there.

Most adult students were in the program because

they needed a degree to advance in their job or were
planning to change jobs.

As Kate noted this group was

evenly divided between those who were doing it to get a
better job and those who were doing it purely for the joy of
learning.

Many of the older students were taking this

program solely for their own self- development and happi ness.
These people who were learning for the sake of learning were
also the ones who asked more questions as Kate noticed.
Although the students shared with me their perception of
Kate as a teacher, it was interesting to note Kate's
perception of how the students reacted to her.
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Kate felt

that the students liked her and thought she was doing a
great job.

She gave examples o f how the group played a joke

on he r and that she interpreted that as liki ng.

She also

menti oned that the students would stay after class and ta l k
to her wh i ch she a l so saw as posi t i ve feedback to her
tea chi ng .

In the past, Kate's students have kept in touch

and even given her gifts.

Thi s class communicated that t hey

t hought i t was a great c l ass and expressed a desire to have
Kate a s a teacher aga i n.
I t was obvious that Kate felt that developing a
r e l at i onshi p wi th the stud ents was important .

She sensed

tha t s tudents were open to talking to her and that they fe l t
comf ortable shari ng wi th her some of the i r experiences .
They seemed to appreciate her being real and human and
shari ng some of her personal experiences with them .

In

f act, Kate fe l t that the s tudents wanted to know what was
going on with her life.

By sharing some of her persona l

life with them, Kate saw that it broke down the students'
fear of asking questions and sharing their own experiences,
and that it made the students realize that she was human.
Kate a l so not i ced that there was a strong emotional
connection between herself and her students.

She felt that

she was a part o f t he students' lives and that they were a
part of her life.
I n consi dering any changes that Kate perceived in this
group of students, the major change that Kate noted in this
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group was that they actually grew together and became a
group.

Students who basically started out as strangers were

becoming friends, and were getting along with each other
even though there were initially some strong pe r sonalities
in the group.

The other interesting thi ng that Kate noted

was that the roles in the group seemed to change and that
the people who tended to t alk a lot initially were now
listening more and that those who were quiet to begi n wi th
were contributing more in class.

She could also see tha t

the way the students communicated with each other was also
changing.

However, Kate saw all of these changes as

positive ones that contributed to the group comi ng together
as a group.
Perception of Learn i ng.

Since th e expectation of a

teacher is to cover a certain subject matter and encourage
students to learn, then how a teache r perceives the learning
outcomes becomes i mportant.

Looking at both what the

teacher expected to accompl i sh and expected the students to
lear n, and what the teacher thought the students actually
learned provided an opportuni ty to understand what the
teacher sought to accomplish during the course.
Before the group actual l y met, Kate had some definite
ideas of things she would like the students to learn from
this course, and she definitel y wanted them to leave
learning something.

Because the program is set up to use

the g r oup process as a way of learning, Kate's primary aim
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with this group was to get them to figure out j ust how they
were going to work together .

Th i s in volved being able to

talk to each other and being able to deal with each other.
Since the course was Dynamics o f Group Be havior , this
ob j ective coincided with the major learning ob jectives of
this course.

However, as Kate saw it, the specific learning

objectives of this course were all related to th e behavior
e ncountered in this parti cul ar group of students.
The second major objecti ve that Kate had for her
students was related more to her personal goal of
encouraging them to stay in school.

I n order to e ncourage

t hem , she wanted them to like being back i n a lea r n i ng
e nvironment, and her f ocus on lear n i ng as being f un probably
he l ped the students in their desire to finish .

She also

wanted t o i nfluence their self-conf idence i n their ability
to l earn and to convi nce them to believe that they would
fi nish.

Kate's own exper ience wi th i nstructors who had

e i ther encouraged her or discouraged her probably
contri buted to her desire to see that the students continued
the i r education.
Aside from her desire to see students stay in school,
Kate also expected that students wou l d learn more about
themselves.

As students interacted wi th others i n the

group, Kate expected to see individual growth on the part of
students in two areas.

First, she expected that students

would learn to deal with being accepted as themse l ves and
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not as a role they had outside of class.

Regard less of

their status outs i de of class in the community or at work,
Kate hoped that the students would realize that they were
all equal in class and were all there for the common goal of
learn i ng something and fini shing their degree.

The second

thi ng that Kate hoped was that the students would learn from
the feedback they were g etting f rom others i n c lass .

She

also hoped tha t they would see feedback as ne i ther good nor
bad and would use the information they gained from i t to
grow.
Although Kate's primary objective f or this c l ass was
related to the course content, i t was i nte rest i ng to see
that Kate had other learning objecti ves for her students .
These othe r learning objectives seemed to focus more on
personal learning or growth rather than specific theoreti cal
concepts.
At the end of the course , Ka te's perception of what th e
students actually learned i n class was strongly influenced
by what she expected them to learn.

As far as course

content, she felt that student s did learn the major
objective of learning how to function as a group .

She

observed that they had learned how to interact wi th e ach
other and how to get along.

In the process of this learning

to get along, Kate saw that they also learned that they
could learn a lot f rom each other.

Through the various

class exercises that Kate descr ibed, it suggested tha t the
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students were learning some o f the specific obje ctives of
the class as well.

For example , dur ing an exercise where

Kate d i v i ded the class i nto two groups and had two of the
students act as facilitators, the students did l earn about
bei ng a fac ilitator i n a group and were able to analyze what
worked and what didn ' t .

In another instance, Kate s upplied

an example f rom her own work s i tuation and had the students
discuss how it should be handled.

This particular example

also pointed out to Kate that the students learned more when
they were invested in and committ ed to what they were
learning and that they were more excited about lear ning when
they were part of the process.

Not only were the student s

able to see how they functioned as a group, but according to
Ka te's examples they were also able t o analyze other groups
and make suggestions for improvement.
Kate 's second objective of getting t he students to
believe in themselves as learners was also something that
Ka te felt the s tudents had learned.

She saw that they we re

building confidence in themse l ves and were recogniz i ng that
their own ex periences were valid and i mpo r tant to the
l earning process.

She also saw that students were l earning

that they could learn f rom each other.
Aside from the two specific objectives that Kate
intended for the students to learn, she found that they were
also learning how to learn.

They were learning how to do

specific t hings like class journals and writing assignments ,
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but they wer e a l so l earni ng how to l earn from various c l ass
acti v i t i es, s i mulati ons, and discussi ons.

According to

Kate, t hey were learning how to learn in a non- trad i t i onal
for mat.
Personal Learning for Teacher.

Not only did the

students l earn in th i s par t i cul ar course, but it was evident
that Kate also learned f rom teaching this class .

Si nce Kate

actua l l y believed that a teache r shoul d be growing and
chang i ng, i t was not surprising that she wou l d mention some
of her own learning that occurred .

The most important

lesson that Kate learned and whic h she mentioned repeatedly
was that the class can't al ways end on a positive note.
Thi s was parti cularly profound for Kate since she i s such an
up-beat type of person and strives ver y hard to make
l earn i ng fun for her students.

She was very upset when one

of the acti vities that she i ntroduced on team building
tur ned i nto a very negati ve experi ence for the students.

It

brought out some very depressing work experiences that the
students had and noticeabl y changed the whole tone of the
class for that particular c l ass period.

After class, one of

the students menti oned to Kate that i t was all right for
class to end on a negative note because life is not always
positive, and negativity i s more real.

Seeing this

experience as a real life experience helped Kate accept that
not every c l ass would end on an up-beat note.
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Kate definitely saw that her style of teaching was
continuing to develop, and she was a l ways trying new and
d ifferent things.

It was through trying new things in class

that s he was learning how to become a better teacher.

She

even menti oned that she had tried two new things with this
group.

One was bringing in an actua l meeti ng that she

par ticipated in for the class to analyze, and the other was
giving other students in the class a n opportunity to take on
t he role of facilitator.

She also r ecogni zed that students

seem to want to know more about the tea c he r , so she has
changed in her style of teaching to be more real with the
students and not come across as the ex pe r t.
Kate also learned through her teaching experiences that
students might not see the immedi ate valu e o f what they are
learning, but that that was all r i ght.

She had come to

r e alize that students may not see where the i r educati on will
help them in the future, but that goi ng through the process
a nd being exposed to new and different i deas would
eventually fit into their lives somewhere.

As Kate

realized, education was what the students wanted to do with
it.
Another valuable learning and growi ng experience for
Kate was in her perception and understandi ng of two
different groups of people, the Generation Xers and African
Americans.

She recognized that through the class

discussions in this group that she was becomi ng more aware
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and more sensitive to the parents of Generation X.

She

didn't see herself as part of that group or as part of the
parents of that group, but she did value the insi ght that
she was gaining from hearing students explain their
experiences.

She was also fascinated by the dynamics in the

group with the African Americans.

She noticed that

sometimes they would all sit together, and she also

reali~ed

that their self- esteem levels were not on a par with others
in the class.
more about .

This was an area that she would like to learn
She seemed delighted that she could learn from

her students, and was able to see things from a d i fferent
perspective.
Teaching was definitely an uplifting, positi ve aspect
of Kat e's life, and she

recogni~ed

that the positive

feedback that she got from students def i nitely had an effect
on her own self- concept and self- esteem.
teaching had a lot of rewards for her.

Kate fe l t that
She parti cularly

liked watching people grow and change and accept new ideas.
She found teaching challenging, and it was a way of keeping
her mind active.

Keeping her mind active involved having

"Ah Ha" experiences about herself and her teaching, and it
also allowed her to keep up with different issues and what
people t hought about them.

She also enjoyed getting to know

so many different people and the fascinating life histories
t hat they brought with t h em.

Most importantly, she found

teachi ng i ncredibly enjoyable and
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energi~ing,

and seemed

genuinely pleased to be sharing her experiences with a
colleague as part of this study.
Combined Student/Teacher Meanings
I n understanding the meaning that both students and
teachers derived from their classroom experience, it became
necessary to l ook not only at what was meani ngfu l or
significant to the group and the teacher individually, but
to also look at where the c lassroom experiences were
meaningful to both of them.

Since the students were coming

to class with a parti cu l ar objective in mi nd to l earn
something, i t was possible that what was meaningful to them
would not be mea ni ngful to the teacher who approache d the
learning experi ence from a different perspective.

In

addition, it was possible that individual differences and
experiences would make it impossible to find a common ground
between teacher and student.
Similarities.

I n the case of this particular group and

their instructor, Kate, there were some major events and
common ideas that they all shared.

The most dramatic event

was an exercise on team building that the majority of
students menti oned in their interviews and which Kate also
brought up repeatedly i n her interviews .

This particular

exercise or discussion occurred near the end of a class
period, and its objective was for the class to understand
what made a good team and to realize that they as a group
could also become a good team.
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Instead, the discussion took

I

a decidedly negative turn, and students e i ther d i dn't
understand the concept of team building or had had negat i ve
experiences with the concept at work.

The whole class lost

its earlier up-beat tone and momentum, a nd even Kate's usual
up-beat character was brought down .

The class ended on a

decidedly negative note, and everyone i nc l ud i ng the
instructor was wondering what happened and felt bad that
thi ngs had ended so negat ivel y.

I n fact, the issue was

brought up and discussed at the next class meeti ng because
i t had such a strong impact on the students a nd the teacher .
Th is experience was c l early someth ing that both the teacher
and the students pondered over the ensui ng week.
Aside from this rather dramatic event, another area
where the teacher and students appeared to have s i milar
perceptions of what occurred was in the area of content.
The teacher was hop i ng and actually felt at the end of the
course that the students l earned how a group functions, and
the students themselves mentioned that very topic as
something that was covered in the course.

Both teacher and

students mentioned conflict management, but the teacher
emphasized more the actual conflict styles that the students
exhibited and very little mention was made of this by the
s tudents.

It was also interesting to note that the teacher

felt that the s tudents learned a lot from this course while
the students perceived that they learned very l i ttle.
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In looking at the group as a whole, both the teacher
and the students described the group in similar terms.

The

teacher saw this group as being talkative and very diverse,
and the students also used those adjectives to describe the
group .

The teacher and a few of the students felt that the

students were learning a lot from the o t her students in the
class .

They could also see that the group was coming

together as a group and were l earni ng and growing.
In the area of personal or individual meaning, the
teacher and the students shared some similar perspectives on
what this program and class meant to the students .

Both the

teacher and the students felt that the students were in the
program to improve their career opportunities as well as
learn and grow.

Although the teacher perceived the students

as wanting to grow and learn and that they were gaining
valuable information about themselves from the feedback of
their classmates, the teacher also felt that she was growing
and learning.

In other words, both the students and teacher

saw this classroom experience as an opportunity to learn
more about themselves and to grow from that experience.

The

s tudents and the teacher also saw that the students
developing a relationship with each other would be helpful
to their own learning.

However, the teacher also saw that

developing a relationship with her students could help in
her own learning and was an essential part to her gaining
new perspectives.
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The teacher's perception of herself or how she wanted
to be perceived by the students and the students' perception
of the teacher were amazingly similar.

Both of them saw the

teacher as up - beat, accepting, approachable, and as someone
they could talk to.

They both felt that relevant examples

were used in class .

Although the teacher menti oned that she

was an example of a facilitator, the students definitely
identified her mai n function i n the group as that of
facilitator.

A few of the students recognized the emotional

attachment that existed between teacher and students, and
the teacher mentioned this as well .

There definitely seemed

to exist a mutual liking between teacher and students, and
the students sensed that she enjoyed teaching them which she
admitted that she did.
In regard to the non-traditional context, both the
teacher and the students reacted to i t in a very positive
way.

They both seemed to like the i nteracti on approach and

found that learning was fun .

The teacher also felt that the

students were learning to learn in this new way and were
hav i ng fun which was one of her objectives for this class.
Differences.

The one area where the teacher and the

students diverged in the i r views of the classroom experience
was in the learning that occurred.

Although they both saw

that the students were learning about learning, they tended
to see different things that the students were actually
learning.

While the students focused more on learning about
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thems e lves a nd others in the c lass, th e teacher saw
s pecifi cally tha t t hey we r e l e arn i ng a bou t how a group
f unct i ons, and we r e corni ng together as a group .

However,

they both recognized tha t the s t udents we r e l istening to
e a ch o t h e r and learning from e ach other 's dive r se
e xpe ri e nce s .

The teacher a lso me ntioned that t h e students

we r e abl e to apply the pri nc i p l es of g roup dynamics t o t he
v arious classroom acti v i t ies, but unli ke t he s t uden t s she
did not identif y that t h i s was s omet h i ng that they could
t hen t ak e and apply to their e ve ry d ay lives .
I n the final area of change, the students and t eacher
noticed some similar changes and some d i ffe r e nt changes.
The y both noted that certa i n i ndividu al s t ude nt s had change d
t he ir behavior.

The teacher described thi s as some students

s wi tchi ng roles.

They also both f elt that t h e s t udents had

g a ined a deeper understandi ng o f e ach ot he r and saw
d ifferent perspectives .

However, whe r e th e t e ache r saw the

group changing a nd corning togethe r as a g r oup, t he s t uden t s
did not see a ny change s i n the g roup as a whole .

This could

have been due to a general comf o r t lev el t hat this g roup had
f r om the be g i nning.
Effect i ve I nterpe rsona l Relationships Course
The Effective Int e rpersona l Rel ationships course was
the third cours e i n th e s equence of cour ses t ha t t h e
students took i n t h i s accelerated degree compl eti on program.
Prior t o this course , the students took Dynami cs of Group
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Behavior and Adult Development and Learning Assessment.

The

rationale behind this course being placed third in the
sequence was that once the students had formed a learning
group through the Dynamics of Group Behavior course that
they would then gain a better understanding of themselves
and other adults learners in the Adult development and
Learning Assessment course .

After the students had

considered intrapersonal issues in the second course on
Adult Development and Learning Assessment, the students were
then exposed to interpersonal relationships with the
background and knowledge of who they were as individuals.
This course on Effective Interpersonal Relationships looked
at not only verbal and nonverbal communication between
people but was also focused on improving the relationshi p
between those people .

It was expected that the students

would learn more about themselves and their relationships
with others.

The specific objectives of the course can be

found in Append i x C.
Student Perceptions/Meanings
Since this was the third course in the sequence and the
students had experienced three different instructors, the
questions and the types of issues that arose focused more on
differences and changes that occurred over that period of
time.

Because the courses in this program followed a

sequence, it was difficult for the students not to compare
the current course under investigation with previous courses
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taken.

Once again the pattern of looking at the general

areas of course content or subject matter, the group
relat ionships, individual or personal issues, the teacher,
the learning context, the perceived learning, and change
were used.
Content.

As explained in the first interview, the

students used the term content to mean subject matter.

In

general, the content or subject matter for this course was
familiar to most of the students since it dealt with the
type of interaction that occurred almost on a daily basis
with most people .

Even though the material covered in this

course was familiar to the students, they were better able
to identify the specific topics that were covered and some
of the specific activities that occurred during the class .
In addition the majority of the students were able to
discuss the content or subject matter on a more reflective
level than they had in the past.
In general, the specific topics that were mentioned the
most were communication, non- verbal communication and the
three theorists, Rogers, Buber , and Buscaglia.

I n addi tion,

listening , being real, self- esteem a nd depth and breadth
carne up as topics important to some of the students.

As

with the previous course under investigation, each of these
topics was described more as material that was covered
rather t han something that had real meaning to their lives.
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The topics that seemed to have some meani ng for the
handful of people who mentioned them were the concept of
depth and breadth and the i dea that all communication is
persuas ive.

The first concept of depth and breadth was

apparently new to the people who mentioned it, and it was
something where the instructor gave numerous examples.
Because of the newness of this concept and because of some
vivid illustrations, the students who did focus on this
concept really remembered it .

As one student, Cindy ,

explained,
He taught us about depth and breadth, which means a
subject and then from the subject that you present,
pu ll out different areas of interest and different
ideas from it instead of just what appears to be on the
surface.
The other concept of all communication is persuasive struck
some students as something with which they didn't agree.
Amy was referring to this concept when she explained,
When I raised my hand a nd spoke with Joe during his
lecture, I told him I could not accept the word all the
people all of the time. Okay, unless he could tell me
that all 100,000 peopl e, all 100 people, and it upset
him .
Apparently, some of the students were not convinced that
this was an accurate statement while others saw it as new
information that they had not considered previously.
Virginia showed a shift i n her th inking on this concept with
her comment,
the one thing that I decided that all communication ...
you're selling. I couldn't buy that at first, but the
more I talked, and thought about it , it's true. You
know, we ' re trying, you know, to sell something,
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ourselves, or whatever, or a thought we have, or, you
know. So I've learned that, I guess, in th i s class .
In addition to specific topics that were remembered, at
least half of the students commented on the individual and
g roup presentations that were made.

Since this was the

f irst time that this group of students had been required t o
make a presentation of any kind either as a group or as
indiv iduals, i t was a new experi ence for them and as such
seemed to have more meaning.

These were also anxiety

producing situatio ns for the students.

The indi v i dual

presentati ons brought varied responses with students
surprised at their own ability to do i t and also a t th e
ability of o ther students to complete the task as well.
Diane's response was probably the most dramat ic.

As s h e

d esc ribed,
Wha t I mos tly learned was t hat even t hough I was scared
to the bottom o f my toes, I was able to conquer that
and give that presentation at the end. And that' s a
really hard thing for me to do . I've volunteered to
f lunk a class in college rather than g ive a speech.
Because I can walk into a crowd, p ick a g roup, and hold
the cente r of attention. But to stand up, all eyes on
me, focused, listening to what I have to say, I fill my
boots .. .... Even though I got tongue- tied and my brain
got tongue-tied, I was shaken to the core, and Harriet
said, "Aw, you did great! No. I didn't even notice
you were nervous." And I'm like, "Yeah, r i ght, s ure ."
Like I rea lly didn't bel i eve she didn't notice, but I
felt that my voice was less shaky than other people's .
Aside from being impressed by the presentat i ons that were
offe r ed, the students were also concerned by the teacher's
evaluation of these presentations.

It was obvious that they

felt tha t some students who were graded down s hould not have
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been, since the students were seeing how truly difficult it
was for particular students to even attempt talking in fron t
of a group.
The group presentations also brought a strong reaction
because some groups became dysfunctional and others put in
more effort but were graded lower.

Amy, Diane, Kathy and

Jessica were students in a dysfunct i onal group .

Amy's view

of this was as follows,
When he divided us into our groups to do our theorists,
I got the best group. [said facetiously] I always get
the same people . I get Jessica, and I get Kathy, and
I 'm not saying that they're not nice people, I'm saying
that Jessica doesn't hear, and Kathy doesn't listen at
all, and she's like in outer space. So, and then
dealing with Diane who, she's got a dual personality.
Sometimes she wants to be in charge, and then when i t
gets too tough for her, she wants to lie back and have
someone cover. So, I l et i t slide for the, like the,
first. I thi nk that I wrote it up that Diane and Kathy
had a fight in our group, and Jessica said she didn 't
care. So, we had our presentation due in five minutes
and I said, " Listen we can't do what Carl Rogers wants
us to do. Let's put on a play on how we interact
saying this is exactl y what he doesn't want people to
do. Okay?" And Kathy says, "No, we can't do it." And
I'm, "Hey, we only got five minutes. You come up with
something else . " We put on our play, and everyone was
rolli ng. It was so funny because Kathy kept on doing
exactly what she does. Diane kept on picking on Kathy,
and every t ime I said to Jessica, "Jessica, what do you
think?" and she'd say, "I don't care . " At the end I
did a summary on what we did wrong, and what we should
have done in order to have groups work together which
was from our first course, and Joe just loved it . He
said it was really great.
All in all, both of these activities were highly emotional
events for everyone concerned and as such were seen as more
important or meaningful.
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The majority of the students seemed to be able to
reflect more on the subject matter and see how it applied to
their own lives.

The comment that was made by almost all

the students was that they had become more aware of human
behavior, both their own and others, and that they cou ld
apply what they had learned to the various situa t ions that
they encountered.
interesting.

For Cindy this meant that it was "so

There's always something that you get to know

or hear that you can file away, and then it will come up
again, and you get to use i t."
Although about one third o f them felt that no new
knowledge was cover ed i n th i s course, some of them found
that they were relearn i ng o l d concepts but were perceiving
them differently.

Diane f e l t that she

already knew about communication. I know that without
the ability to listen and, I mean , try and really
understand somebody and not just what they are saying,
but the lines i n between and the body gestures and the
facia l expressions and the posture. I've learned a lot
of that, umm, over the years and in earlier education,
but just from peopl e in general because I'm good with
people.
Evelyn shared Diane's f eeli ng about having learned these
concepts throughout her li fe when she said,
We practiced a lot of these things and learned a lot of
these things while we were working . About being fully
present for another person, accepti ng him wholly as he
is and all of that k i nd of thing is terribly i mportant
and something that I had to learn as an adult. Any
reinforcement of that i s i mportant .
These more in-depth observations about the sub j ect matter
a nd more awareness of the concepts covered were different
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than t he previous course.

But once again, content or

subject matter received much less attenti on than ot her
areas .
Group Relat ionships .

The students' comments about the

group as a whole fell i nto three major categories; a
description of the group, the i r personal r eaction to the
group, and an analysis of the group's behavior.

As with the

Dynamics of Group Behavior course, the students once agai n
pr ovi ded descriptive adjecti ves about t he group .

Almost

e very student described the group as c l oser and becoming
more involved wi th each other.

When asked about the group,

Evely n responded,
I think they've become much closer. I i magine it
happens to most groups that work together . They learn
to know each other. That 's what i t really i s, and I
think that it's a good group that is more involved with
each other.
They also felt that they were more able to share personal
experi ences with the group, because they were more
comfortable with each other.

In Jessica's words "people are

talking more and they're getting to know each other more."
A few of the students felt that the group was very
supportive and that "people are trust i ng more and opening
up .

It ma kes i t a lot easier to understand each other"

(Virginia) .

Cindy certainly felt this way, when she stat ed,

I think we feel more comfortable with each other. I
think we' r e more t rusting of each other ' s opinions and
more supportive too. Because after I gave my talk,
because I had told a couple of people about my
autobiography, that it was too short, and sever al
people came and said, "Hey, that wasn't short . You did
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it. It was okay." I mean, that they really thought,
a nd they knew that it was difficu l t f or me, and they
had taken that into consideration, but we need to get
over that next. Anyway they were very support ive of
i t, and they had very good things to say.
In addition to these positive comments, one or two
students also brought out some negative descriptors .

For

example, one student saw that differences were begi nning to
show, and two others felt that anger and frustrati on wi th
members of the group were beginning to arise.

Shirley felt

it when she realized, "that people don't embrace liberal
mindedness.

They don't readily embrace that .... that's

somethi ng I 've been struggl i ng with these last f ew days or
last weeks I guess.''

Diane realized it when her s mall group

became dysfunctional, and she
actually in class lost my cool with somebody. Ummm,
mostly Kathy, but just the, the, the three of them
because I was getting no cooperation. So I had a
confrontation with members of the group, you know, subgroup . Then there's the large group in which we had
not had a confrontati on before, of frustrat i on and
anger. And we always seem to be able to blend so well
as a large group. And so, I found i t i nteresting that
we had that little blow- up . Well , t hat Diane had that
little blow- up. But it was understandable because of
the level of frustration that was buil ding.
Their personal reaction to the group was mentioned by
fewer students and had very diverse responses.
third of the students liked the group.

About one

Phyllis thought,

" I 've gotten to know some of the other people and I like
the . . . They•re cool.

I think I'm kind of learning more about

them and how to work with them, what they're like and their
personalities."

However, Kathy and Jessica still didn' t
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fee l comfortable wi th the group.

Kathy revealed this when

she said ,
Joe mentione d th i s but I'm not goi ng to admi t i t i n
front of that c l ass, because I don't feel that
comf ortable wi th them. I was looking f or social
appr oval from the class, but I can see how people c an
do that, that are easily sucked into it, and I 'm not
goi ng to do i t any more. I mean, you know, that' s i t.
I 'm there to g et a grade. I'll contri bute, but I don't
have to do that any more. I 'm more secure.
Al though the r e seemed t o be a general positi ve f eeling
towa r d the gr oup as a whole, some students poi nte d out tha t
some members o f the g roup didn't like the grading and s ome
didn't s eem to unde r s t a nd the a ssignments.

Amy tr ied to

descr i be J oe's grading system with,
He doesn't do 100 per cents or a Bell Curve. He does
like 78 perce ntile , like through 68 percenti le, and
i t's e i ther a n A or a B and i t's very hard f or me t o
expl a i n . I t' s one of these situati ons where you ha ve
to be there . .. ! got the third highest grade which was a
74 . And one under me, okay, is real l y upset e ven
though i t was an A or a B because t hey didn't t h ink he
was fai r . The y d idn't like the way he graded. They
d i dn't l ike the way he took off points. Evel yn's was
exc e llent . I t was rather boring, okay. But i t was
excellent and i n-depth. She got a low grade. Harriet,
who really researched it a nd had some art work, s he was
ver y upset wi th her grade. Even though they wer e l ow,
like, low A's or high B's, they didn't like the way he
gra ded them a nd cri t i c ized their work.
These l ast two comments were made not as a negative about
the group me mbe rs, but more in the sense of describ ing their
behavi or and e i ther wanting to help or be protective of the
other group members.

Evelyn specifically stated th i s when

s he felt that Amy had been verbally attacked by the teacher
early on i n the c ourse,
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She [ Amy ] was really upset, and it was too bad
because .. I don't like that kind of thing. Oh, yeah,
i t bothered me a lot . I t made me feel like I wanted to
protect her, but I thought, "She's a big girl . She can
protect herself."
Unlike the Dynamics o f Group Behavior course, more of
the students (at least half) were much more reflective of
the actual behavior of the members of the group.

The

s t udents who did a ttempt to ana l yze the behavior of the
group focused on the behavi ors of specific group members and
specul ated on why these behavi ors were occurring.

Diane

shared some i nteresti ng i ns i ghts i nto her fellow classmates,
[ On Amy] I found she has a lot of negative energy, and
I realized that during th i s class. She doesn't realize
that she has nega tive ener gy, but she does.
(On Shirley] I like her very much. I think she ' s a
little t oo serious for her own good though. I think
she should lighten up. She 'd enjoy life a whole lot
more.
(On Kathy] I knew t hat there was something that
bothered me about Kathy since the first c l ass. I
couldn't ever f i gure out what exact ly that bothered me.
But it was the fact t hat , that her reality i s different
than some of the others o f us. Meaning, l ike, in her
own life and in her own work place, she may have a very
high functional level . But in concept and in theories
in class, she catches on at a little different pace
than some others . So there was a kind of l ag time in
there.
The students also felt that this being more reflective was
due to the fact that as they got to know people i n the group
better, they were seeing more and learning more about t heir
behavior and their motivati on .

A few students, especially

the four members of the dysfunctional group, were very awar e
that one of the small groups became very dysfunctional and
explained why that occurred .

I n addition, Shirley, Kathy,
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and Richard began to analyze the group's reaction to them.
Shirley felt that she was
becoming more aware of people's perceptions, I guess.
Not so much as they relate t o me because more and more
people are telling me how they perceive me, and I
sometimes have a problem with that because it ' s usually
all wrong. But, you know, it's not who I really am,
you know.
Overall, the students seemed to be more aware of the
behaviors of the group a nd the individuals in the group, and
more of the students were analyzing that behavior.
Indiyidual/Personal Issues.

The individual issues that

arose during this course were as varied and unique as the
students themselves.

They commented on their learning,

their grades, their self-concept, their relationship to
others in the group, and their personal agendas .

There was

still a sense that being in this program was a valuable
experience for the students, but they were much more
concerned about how they related to the other people going
through this experi ence with them .

This included both t he

t eacher and the other students.
Regard i ng personal issues, the main topic that more
than half of the students commented on was the desire t o
learn more.

Cindy was anxious to get back to school because

"it must have given me a lot of things to think about.
want some more th i ngs to think about."

I

They found this

particular topic of interpersonal relationships fascinat ing
and wanted to learn more .

When t alking about what she had

l earned , Kathy found that she
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was tota l ly unfamiliar with Buber bef ore so he ... This
course helped me to understand Rogers more . I got more
out of it. Some o f the stuff that he brought in I was
a l ittle familiar with but he ... like the self's the
theor y . I didn't know about that and that's very
valuable, and it's wonderful to know that.
Evelyn thought, "that t his section i s probabl y one of the
most i mportant sections of the whole c l ass o f how people
reflect and meet each other, and I think it's vital,
certainly, and import ant to life."

Some even s a id that they

felt cheated because they wanted the course to be longer and
more in-depth .

Mary Ann wanted more teacher input because

I did en joy Joe standi ng there teaching us techniques
as well, what to look for, what to observe. I don't
th i nk you can learn that from the people that are
s tudents in t he class. I think he ' s a pro fe ssional.
He's studied a lot of this, and he c ould r elate that a
l ot better.
This interest in learning more seemed to stem mor e from th i s
particular subject matter than f rom a cha nge i n their v i ew
of education .
The students in this group had ori g i nally been evenly
divided in viewi ng education as a means to a n end or as an
end in itself.

Al though there were still comments that

learn ing was important, there were more students who
speci fically stated that getti ng through the course and
getti ng a good grade were now more i mportant that learning.
For example, Diane commented, "what i t meant to me was that
I basically had to take this course to get through part of
this program.

That's what it meant."

Some of the students

who were now focused on the grade or just gett ing through
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the course were some of the same students who had originally
been more concerned with learning for learning ' s sake .

Even

though there was a strong desire to learn more , some of the
students seemed to have lost their joy in learning .

In

fact, Harriet who had talked so eloquently about how she was
only doing this for her own satisfaction, was now very upset
that she didn 't do well in this class .
It was more instructor class than it was interaction, I
think, and it really left me breat hless . He really
just speeded on ahead. It was obvious that he was a
psycho-therapist. He knew his material backwar ds and
forwards . I ' m not sure I know it after the four weeks,
but I did learn how to listen, because I had a really
big problem with that. We had a media paper, and media
presentations, presentations on a conversation i n the
media. And he said several t i mes , one conversation
a nalyzed , one conversation. I had a great
presentation, but it was on the whole film that I saw,
and I was just ama zed by the fact that I wasn't
listening to what he said . I followed the direct ions
in the student guide, and not what he said, and I
didn't get my A. I didn't crack a book for about a
week after that . I didn't even take my stuff out of
the trunk. I was really mortified.
This emphasis on grades could be due to the fact that by the
third course they were actually receiving grades and be i ng
evaluated, so that now figuring out what the teacher wanted
became more important than the learning.
This change i n attitude was also evident in the way
they described themselves.

There seemed to be more tension

and frustration with themselves and their learning.
Although at least four of the students were able to describe
themselves positively with s uch adjectives as intelligent,
empathetic, and accepting, there were a lot of students who
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were upset or disappointed .

They were upset with their own

behavior, and also what was happening in class .

Some of the

students c hastised themselves for not doing better in class ,
like not remembering the names of the theorists or needi ng
to practice more of the skills that were learned or for
taking things too personally .

Shirle y explained,

I try not to take everythi ng so personally . My mother
says you s houldn't take everything so personally, and I
am trying not to t a ke e verything as, you know, a
personal attack . But some times when you get i t from
all fronts, you just begin to personalize i t because
you don 't see a nybody else they're directing i t to.
Eve lyn expressed this feeling of doubt in her abili ties by
commenting,
I never fel t on top of the situation for some r eason
and I don ' t know why . I thought am I ha ving l earning
problems? I t jus t didn ' t go easy for me, and then I
thought , ''Oh, gee, maybe I just can't learn as fast as
I could ." so with all of that mixed up in i t, I know
now what, where I missed out on the paper, because I
didn 't get down the information with the names of the
theorists and tie ei t her thing in the way it should
have been . I know that . I guess I kne w t hat was what
he was looking for . I didn 't give it to him. That's
kind of s hort- sighted of me. I don't know why I d i d
that .
They also expressed displeasure with other students by
comments on being d isappointed or frustrated or upset by the
close mindedness or racial discrimination or lack of
sensitivity to i ndividual issues.

The tone of this group

from being very up- beat and positi ve about their l earning
experience seemed to have c hanged to being more critical and
unhappy with themselves and the group experience.
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On a more reflective level, the students seemed to be
more individual in their focus and less concerned about
f itting into the group .

Phyllis felt that "you've got to be

in tune, in touch with yourself before you can ever, ever
bring anything anywhere."

Amy echoed the same thoughts

wi th,
I guess the best part of the three courses was the
i nterpersonal relationships part where I 'm trying to
get in touch with myself. I mean, I know I'm there and
I know what I shou ld do . I just can't do it, but at
least it gave me a little bit bigger push to try and
deal with myself before I can deal with other people.
This focus on the self could explain why there seemed to be
more dissatisfaction with the group or the learning
sit uation.

The comments that were made about the group as a

whole seemed to center on the idea that others in the group
saw the world differently.

Amy was frustrated with other

students who didn' t understand, and expressed that
frustration by saying,
It 's a mazing that I'm in a group with college students
and it doesn't matter their age or their background.
The information is in the book . It ' s written on t he
board. And it ' s explained to us and still there are
five questions. "How many pages? When is it due?
What does it have to be about?" This is our third
summary paper. These people don't get i t.
Kathy felt that the other students were not very accepting
of her, but that she no longer needed to be accepted by the
group.

She observed,

They accept me but they don't necessarily like to,
maybe they don ' t. They wouldn't pick me to work with.
I've noticed that all along. Most of them would not .
If they get into a group with me, it's not by choice,
unless they pick the same subject, but they don't pick
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me to work with . But it doesn't bother me . I don 't
care . I don't care .
I'm there learning . That's it!
There are some people that rather accept me and always
have a little bit at a distance which is fine . I mean
there are people that I like i n that class . I like,
oh, I like them all . You know, you have to separate
the behavior from the person.
Another student saw that her personality type hel ped her
tolerate the differences i n others better.

It seemed that

as the group got to know each other better, they became more
a ware of their differences and now focused more o n their own
personal growth or reali zed that they didn ' t have to be
defi ned by the group.
Many of the students were able to see changes in
themselves , and most of these changes were viewed
pos itively.

The students who did see these changes seemed

to value knowing themselves better , and gaining insights
into their own behavior.

As Virginia put it,

I 'm getting an overall picture of myself, and I ' m
trying new things and new relationships or in old
relationships, particularly in the family, and they
s eem to be working, and I've gained confidence from
that . But the overall thing, like I just did my
portfolio, and I came out wi th much better feeli ngs
about myself than I would have had before. And the
grade average that I had before. It just seemed like I
didn't realize how much I had going for me wi th it all.
aut I think that gets back into the i nterpersonal part
of i t, the communication. I ' m seeing things that I
like about myself. Now that's not to say that I don 't
have a lot of work to do . I g e t disappointed. In the
overa ll picture, the whole experience from June has
been a very positive one. Each one seems to be a
little peg t hat I 'm gaining a little more and a little
more .. confidence .... I just feel better about myself in
an overall picture .. ! think people used to take me for
what I was on the outside and never what I might have
on the inside. You know what I mean my thinking
powers, things like that.
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Some were delighted that they had succeeded at a difficult
task, and i ncreased their self-conf idence .

As Diane put it,

''what I got out of it is, I was able to conquer a f ear of
mine.••

Cindy also recognized that

I ' m having more confidence . A lot more confidence, and
I don't feel as awkward . I neve r felt like I was
boring, but I never thought anybody else would be
i nterested, you know, I don't know if you know that or
not, if you've ever felt that way . So it ' s kind of
nice to go that next s tep beyond that but it really
doesn ' t make a differe nce if they're i nterested or not.
It might be helpful if they knew . They might perceive
me differently, and it's awful interesting too, because
I'm not e xactly playing a game, but I just have this
different kind of persona, and some of the peopl e I
work with are really difficul t. But if I bring this
one persona to them all the time, consistently, and
they know that that' s all that they are going to get,
they're not as difficult any more.
Others found that they were less bothered by t h i ngs such as
grades or arguments, and they liked bei ng real a nd not
superf icial .

They also recognized that they were growing

intellectually as well.

Some realized that they were doing

more critical thinking and actually liked formulating
thoughts and analyzi ng situations.

Learning was defi n i tely

a very personal experience for many of these s tudents.
Teacher.

Of all the categories that the students

commented on , the one that was mentioned firs t by nine out
of the twelve was the teacher.

Every single student had a

definite reaction to the teacher and a lot of comments.

In

fact, much more was said about this teacher than the
previous teacher .

The general perception of the students in

th i s class was that most of the group did not like the
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teacher.

The actual responses of the students when asked

their opinion of the teac her revealed that only three didn't
like the teache r and even t hose three could find something
good to say about him.

Six of the students had positive

reactions t o the teacher , a nd three were i n-different.
of the differing viewpoints were as follows.

Some

Diane liked

''the style in which he teaches , though I know that it
offended a few people in class ."

Mary Ann also thought,

he was very good . Other people did not, so I'm sure
you ' ll get two d i fferent views. I can ' t exactly
r emember right now everything that he had said . But in
the course of the evening I thought he came up with
some very good things to look for in terms of
communicating wi th other people. And I do like the
lecturing . I wouldn't use that word '' l ecturing .'' I
think he taught for specific t hings wh ich were helpful.
In the f ormat for the evening, he fol l owed specifically
what he was going to do, and whatever the topic was he
spent X amount of minutes talking about that specific
topic . It flowed, and he began and fini shed with the
entire format in the course of the evening. We did
have a little bit of group interaction, but I don ' t
think it was enough.
On the other hand, Amy thought, "He's very narrow minded and
i t's his way or it's no way.
class liked him.

Half of the people in our

Half the people in our class did not like

h i m.''
I n d e scribing the teacher, the students focused on the
teacher as a teacher , a nd his teaching style, a nd then a few
discussed specific problems that arose with this t eacher.
As a teacher, the two distinc t charact eri stics that students
kept noticing about this teacher were that he was definite ly
an instructor, not a facilitator , and that he was a
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motivational speaker.

Cindy thought, "he was a n i nstructor

instead of being a fac i l itator ."

Amy i dentified h im as " a

motivated s peaker ," and Shirley summed it up by s aying,
I found h i m at t ime s to be more of l i k e a motivational
speake r tha n an a c t ual ... I didn't s ee h im a s a
facilit a t o r becaus e he didn 't facilit a te. He d idn't
let the class basically lead their own d iscuss i on and
keep us on track. He basically set up the f ocus of t he
discussion and d i s cussed i t wi th our i nput. But it's
j us t, I don't know, I got t he feeling tha t th i s guy is ,
you know, wasn't q ui te dealing with us a s s tudents but
more a s someone payi ng some money to hear him give a
motiva t i onal speec h.
The fact t ha t th i s teacher lectured more and was i n the
students ' view an instructor was actually considered a
negative t rai t by some of the s tudents.

Other negati ve

descri ptors were that he was narrow minded, very a nalytical ,
and patron izing in h i s a pproach to the students .

As a

motiva tional speaker , some students viewed h i m in a more
pos itive light .

Some students not iced tha t he wa s very

articulat e, knowl edg e a ble, and had a great acce nt so i t made
it eas y t o listen to h i m.

Cindy f ound i t

v e ry f unny because he ' s articulate. He' s also f r om
Kansas s o I like him reall y well. He has a great
accent . Although he says i t's because he ' s got a
d eviated s e ptum, it ' s not . I t's becaus e he's from
Kansas . You can't fool me .
The majo r i ty of the comments that stude nts made
regard i ng this instructor foc us ed on h i s teac h i ng style and
not specifically on h i s persona l traits.

Most of the

s tudents r ecogni zed that this i nstructor was ver y structured
and had specific objectives t hat he wanted to c over each
class session.

Harri et said , "h e very defi n i tely had an
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agenda, and he wasn't going to let anything stop him from
completing his agenda.

I t was more instructor class than it

was interaction, I think."

Cindy echoed this idea that

he came with a mission every week, and there were
certain things he was going to cover, and he had a
method, and it was really kind of hard for him the
first couple of weeks, because he didn't want feedback.
I mean, he just wanted to get on with what he wanted to
express, and then go from there.
They found him to be very organized, and he seemed to want
total control.

A few of the students were impressed that

the examples he used in h is lectures really made the
theories come alive for them.

Diane described it best with,

he used a lot of examples and stories that I was able
to relate to . So, it was, I liked i t. I en joyed the
method he taught. And I think that he gave us extra
information that wasn't in the books, just f rom the way
he described some of his extra stories and things . So,
I was pleased.
Although the students did not suggest that being highly
structured was a negat ive teaching quality, i t did give rise
to some complaints.
The major problem that students encountered with this
instructor had to do with his feedback.

The students

recognized that this i nstructor because he was so highly
structured was rigid and not flexible, and as Cindy said
"didn't want feedback" from the students.

They also felt

that he didn't want any interaction or participation by the
students, and only wanted specific answers to his specific
questions.

Evelyn pointed this out by explaining that his

style "wasn't a participatory thing, or there were parts
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where he would ask questions, and then show you how you had
the wrong answer.
we were."

I don't, I didn't feel that he knew who

Some students were particularly upset by this

lack of parti cipation, because they d i sagreed wi th
statements the instructor made regarding communication as
persuasion, empathy, and non-verbal communication.

Evelyn

also found that she
objected to one thing right from the start . Joe [the
instructor ) said, "To empathize with s omebody you
become the other person." And I sai d, "Whoa . I can
never become another person." He sai d, "Yes, you can
and I'll prove it to you." And he insisted and
insisted, and just as I do when I come to an argument
like that, I say to myself "Forget it. You've got your
opinion, and he's got his." He insisted that you can
become another person. He said, he t alked a bout
somebody that he'd worked with who saw little green
people, and he said, "Yes, he believed that she saw
little green people." Well, he didn't quite say it
that way, but at any rate he intimated that he became
that person and saw little green people, and I said,
"You can't do that. The little green people are not
there, and you never enter another person's f a ntasy or
delusions . " I said, "You can understand that they see
i t but you can't see i t." You know what I mean? I had
this feeling that boundaries were not a s i mportant to
him as they are to me and respecting the boundaries.
These students felt that the instructor was not open to
bei ng questioned or contradicted, and consequentl y they
chose to retain their position on the topic, but to keep
quiet about it.

Again Evelyn saw it as Joe, the i nstructor,

being defensive. First of all, when he first started
talking, he didn't expect to be challenged the way he
was, and this class is used to speaking out. And when
he'd say something, or he'd say, "Would you buy that?"
They'd say, "No."
As far as feedback from the teacher, the students first of
all did not understand what the teacher was expecti ng from
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the assignments, because they fe l t the instructions were not
clear.

Mary Ann, who really liked h i s teaching, mentioned

one problem that she had,
i t was that I wasn't sure exactly what he wanted us to
do in the media presentations. Wel l , whatever we d i d,
he seemed pleased, but then h i s grading system seemed a
little off and that . I'm just not sure exactly what he
wanted.
They also felt that he didn't give feedback, or i f he d id,
they did not understand it.

All of this confusion on the

part of the students about what the teacher expected on
assignments l ed to at least half of the students feeling
that the teacher was unfa i r i n his grading.
One s pe c if ic probl em arose when Amy questioned the
teacher's position on a particular issue .

Amy consequentl y

felt verbally attacked by the t e acher and misunderstood .
Other students were also aware of th i s situation, and Evel yn
was very upset by the way one of her f e l low students had
been treated.

Evelyn expressed her concern by saying,

the first little bit of c l ass was rather unfortunate,
because it makes me very unhappy when I hear somebody
yel l at somebody else, and he did yell at, oh what's
her name? You know who I'm talking about. [Amy] Yeah,
and I don't think he was even aware that he did it.
Most o f the other students also r ecognized that the teacher
probably was not aware of what he had done to offend Amy.
This event seemed to have a negative impact on some of the
students' opinions of this teacher.
Some of the students were able to step back and look at
the teacher's behavior and offer reasons for it.
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The

observation that occurred the most was that the teacher
really did not know the stude nts and was not i nvolved with
them .

AMy pointed out that "he doesn't know our class after

three weeks."

If he had been more involved wi th the

students, they felt he would have known when he had
alienated

~my

by his comments and would have appreciated

student growth more.

The s tudents also expressed surprise

that someone teaching interpersonal communication was not
good at interpersonal relationships with the students.

~my

again commented,
I th i nk anyone who has t ha t type of educati on and that
k ind o f psychology deg r e e and is teachi ng a course on
relationships and commun ications, if he's going to
teach how to communic ate with other peopl e, he s hould
have been able t o communicate wi th the people in his
classroom.
Evelyn also thought, "for somebody who supposedly
understands communication, he d i dn't show that k i nd of
understanding.

He understood theory, he understood

behavior, but he didn't r ea lly, to me, understand what
people were saying ."

Mary Ann, who loved the way Joe

taught, thought,
he really wanted to be f riendly and nice and
supportive. But I r eally do fee l that he's probably an
introvert who is teachi ng and is very comfortable
perhaps teaching, but personally he says things that
come out the wrong way and offend people, because I
think he was really a nice man .
Mary

~nn

seemed to have spent more time talking with the

teacher on a one to one basis , so she was able to offer
additional insights into h i s behavior.
1 29

~s

she explained,

I wasn't really sure tha t he felt comfortable with
groups ... He seemed very d i fferent when he was t eaching
than when h e was talking t o us on a personal level
dur i ng break or before or right a f ter class . When I
asked him a quest i on, he seemed almost shy . In class
he was very on. He was very d i fferent, because he
would come down and t a l k t o us while we were on break
at the end of the s t a i rway there . He was a very
d ifferent pe r son . He would talk about how he was
raised i n a small town, and I wou l d ask him a question,
and he'd say, ''Oh, that's just fine .'' But in class he
was very on . He was more of a performer. Very
comfortable teaching and less comfortable, I t h ink, on
a personal basis. But I think he wanted to be
f r iendly .
From Mary Ann's explanation, it seemed that although Joe was
a very dynami c lecturer that he was really a very shy person
and because of that was not aware of offendi ng students and
was afraid to be himself wi th s tud ents .
comfortable with the group.

He also didn't seem

This in turn led to some of the

students not being comfort able wi th the teacher .

In fact,

Evel yn f e l t that,
when he t a l ked about body language i t was i n a way k i nd
o f bei ng a voyeur, how you can r eally see how people
really feel not the way t hat they say they fee l. And
actually to be perceptive, it's good to know i t . But
i t wasn't in a kind way a nd that turned me off . So i t
made it very difficult to work with him.
Th i s perception of the teacher as a voyeur of human behavior
instead of a participant would correspond to the students'
view of him being shy as a person.
A few of the students also tr ied to understand why some
of the students liked the i nstructor and others didn' t.
They came t o the conclusion that the i nstr uctor reached or
r esponded positively to the students who liked him and
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responded negatively to those how didn't.

Amy described it

this way,
The people who liked the traditional class where the
teacher stands up there and tells you what to put in
your notebook, they liked him . The people who like to
think a nd work on their own and be independent really
did not like him or his way of t eaching.
Evelyn was also curious about why some people
adored him. Some people really liked him, and I found
that very interesting. Because when I don 't
immediately cotton to somebody, it 's very interesting
to me to see that other people do, and there's
something about me about the .. about me and that person
that's making that happen. I don't necessarily show
it, which I don't think I did, but maybe I did. I
don 't know. But he obviously was reaching other people
who really liked him.
By way of explanation, Evelyn felt t ha t i t might have
something to do with
personality types . I th i nk that the way that he
presented the material was in an organized way, in a
way that they could accept A, B, c, D, E. It didn't
work that way for me. I don't think it was the
intuitive ones that responded to him.
In order to check out her perception about the intuitive
personality types, I looked at the students' scores on the
intuitive part of the Keirsey Temperament Sorter (Keirsey
a nd Bates, 1978).

What I found was that the students who

e xpressed the strongest disli ke for the instructor actually
did score the highest on the i ntuitive part of the Keirsey
Temperament Sorter (Keirsey and Bates, 1978).

In contrast

to this, the students who liked more structure seemed to
really appreciate and like the structure this teacher
provided .
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Context .

Even after this third course in the program,

students were s t ill adjusti ng to the non-traditional
context.

For the mos t part the student comments in th i s

area were more positive to the non- traditional approach, and
the students were seei ng the value of non-traditional
learning .

One o r two students in particular were s t ill

having a hard t i me breaking away from their traditional
expectations of the l earn ing context .
The positive comments that were made about the nontraditiona l learning context focused on how enjoyable the
experience of learning was.

The students liked the fact

that there were no tests and that a lot of the negative
overtones of "school " were miss ing .

Cindy even referred to

her previous school experience as " torture ."

This last part

could be partly due to the fact that this particular group
was meeting in a hotel conference room instead of a regular
classroom, which Virginia pointed out when she said ,
We were i n a n o ffice building totally unschool like,
and the idea tha t I wasn ' t forced to go i nto a pe r se
school room a nd t hink about big tests, all of that,
that my learning was val uabl e. You see that woul d be
another area where people would put me down or could
put anyone down for that matter. But school was a very
negati ve period i n my life, not all of it, but a great
deal of i t and this .. ! even like meeting in the hotel
because i t's s o off-campus. It ' s sort of like .. Well,
I 've opened my mi nd because I'm not put i n the
structured area. I 'm not saying that I couldn 't learn
from that , but this is easier .
The comment that was made most frequently was that learning
in this context was so interesting and fun that they were
not aware of the time, and were always surprised when class
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was over for the night.

!n fact, Cindy couldn't believe how

fast class time flew, "Four hours is like fifteen minutes.
I can't believe it's so fast.

It's so i nteresting."

The

specific impression of the non-tradi tional approach was that
it allowed students to express themselves and to challenge
ideas and not be j udged for it .

The impression Amy got

"from the program is that we don't have to accept anyone's
theory, and we are allowed to challenge it."

As a r esult of

this freedom of expression, they felt they gained a more
thorough understanding of the concepts and what they were
l earning than in a trad itional lecture/memorization context.
The students also expressed more openness to new ideas and
were able to see different ways of learning because of the
non-structured approach.

They also were beginning to

understand and appreciate the sequence of the courses in the
program.

Because of the e xtensive use of small group

discussion i n this non-traditional program, a number of
students saw that this was almost like group therapy .
"Sometimes I think I' m in a therapy session" was a comment
made by Kathy.

Mary Ann also felt this way and questioned

whether that was education or not .
When you have groups like this, a group situation of
adults, primari ly women, does it usually turn int o? I
thought for awhile we were just getting into group
therapy. Is that a learning experience? I know it's a
l earning experi ence, but is it an educational
experience? How can I put it? Is this the place for
that?

133

Part of tha t percept ion could also be due t o the material
covered thus far in the program.

I n genera l , the r esponse

t o t he context was very positive, a nd people were surprised
t hat they we re learni ng so much.
The few negative comments that arose actually reflected
more personal l imitations .

For exampl e, Shirley, who had to

travel a great distance to attend class, found that by ten
o' c l ock she was so tired that s he could not retain any more
i nformation which was reflected i n her comment, "Because
once i t hi t s ten o'clock, I ' m out of here.
been a long day .
minute drive ."

You know, it ' s

I have another thirty- five to forty- five
A few students also expressed difficulty

wi th writi ng a nd f ound t hat t he empha sis on writing instead
of multiple choice tests made the non- traditional approach
hard work.

Richard explained t his with " I have to tell you,

the writing part, I'm finding it ha r d .

But that's going to

be hard for me no matter what, whether an essay question or
whatever.

I t seems like it's diffic u l t."

One student even

wanted less wr iting so that it would give her more time to
think about what she was learning .

Two students did express

a disl i ke for experiential learning and part of that could
have been due to being uncomfortab le working in groups or
that they wanted more expert (teache r ) i nput and didn't like
l e arning from their classmates.

Since the positive comments

far outweighed the negative, the general impression I got
from this group was that they really liked and were more
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comfortabl e learning in this non- t raditional, experi e ntial
context .
Learning.

Although the students did not have much to

say about the specific subject ma t ter covered i n the course,
they did seem to feel that they were learn i ng a great deal.
The comments that related to their learn i ng fell into four
categori es.

These were; that they saw how to app l y what

they we re l earni ng to their lives, tha t they were l earni ng
about themselves, that they were learning specific concepts,
and th at they were learning more about the process of
learning.
Most of the students made some kind of comment about
applyi ng the i r learning to their lives.

They recognized

that i n their own lives t hey were paying more attent ion to
t he communication t hat was occurri ng around them a nd
understanding i t mor e on a deeper level.

One part i cular

area that was mentioned was paying attention to and
observing more non-verbal communicati on, and also the
different s ty l es of communication.

Amy poi nted out,

I learned non- ver bal action. The only th ing I could
say that I learned was how you can read a person with
their non-verbal actions . I rea lized i t, but I thought
it was a mood or something. But eighty percent of what
you don't hear is what you hear. So, I focused most of
this course and my l earning on non-verbal behavior .
So, it's not what the person says, i t's basically their
terms , their tone, their eye contact, their posture,
what they're doing with their hands, how t hey stand,
how they dress, how they act . So that's what I
basically got from J oe.
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However, one student pointed out that although applyi ng what
they were learning to their lives was good, it was important
to remember that people don't always act like the theorists
say they do .

Phyll is expressed some o f the difficulty she

was having with app l y i ng what she was learn i ng,
I think I can probably try to do it better. Listen i ng .
Yeah, there was a lot of things for me, like listen ing
and being right the r e and not judging i t. You know ,
all the s tuff that you can do wrong, but really refine
i t. It ' s easy to read it a nd wr i te about i t. But
someti mes it 's harder to really , rea lly try to do t hat
every single day . And like "being and seeming," i f I
were continua lly being .. . somet imes you ... sometimes i n
every single situati on I would be crazy [ especially
working in a hospital]. We were talking about that .
sometimes I think I can . I try to be. It's
frustrating someti mes . So, I have to get my job done,
and I can 't every second. We were talking about that
in school . It's doable. Their theories I thought
were ... ! liked them . .. they ' re like Utopia. People
don 't act that way. It would be n ice .
They also recognized that they needed to improve their
own communication and t o listen to really hear.

This need

to improve their own communication brought out specific
concepts that a few of the students had learned.

For

example, they learned you can't believe everything that
people tell you , and dista nce and emotions can int erfere
with communication.

A few students felt that they had

gained i nsights into empathy and perceptions of others.
Students also felt that they were learning a lot about
t hemselves i n this cour se since it was focused on personal
int eract i ons .

Mary Ann felt that "I'm really doing a lot of

i nternal search i ng and a lot of th i ngs are coming out that I
didn 't k now wer e the r e .... f or me personally .
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It ' s even

almost like self-therapy."

Many of the students felt that

the cour se helped confirm their previous beli e f s and
knowledge and gave them a theoretical basis for those
beliefs.
Although students felt that they wer e learning about
themselves and how to apply what they had learned, the most
interesting thing that the students said about l earni ng was
that they were l earni ng about learning.

Most of the

students were surprised that learni ng was fun, but they
recognized that they had a lot to l earn, and that c r i t i c a l
thinking was good.

Vi rginia, in particular, saw th i s when

s he said ,
That's sort of been growi ng from the f i rst time I we nt,
you know, that cri t i cal th i nking is good. So, I
honestly ha ve to say that it's sort of been growing.
I 've seen the void in me by not mentioning or maybe not
even being able to identify it at first, and now I can
sort of i dentify it and say, "Oh, that's what c ritical
thinking is. That's putting your thinking powers in
action." As I say, i t started in the first, and the
second and the third [ course]. I don't think I would
have come to that concl us i on or wanted to work on it if
I hadn't had i t r i ght from the beginning. Because a
l ot of th i s i s critical thinking. I mean, for
i nstance, I don't have to agree with Buscaglia, or with
Buber or Rogers. I mean because they're wr i tten,
doesn't mean that they're right. That's what I'm
talking about cri t i cal thinking. That you know, no
matter who it is or what it is, I have to come to my
own decisions about things.
They also recognized that they were learning how to learn
and were being given a method for th i nking about human
behavior.

Almost ha l f of the students felt that writi ng

journals was very he l pful and was important for summari z i ng
the i r l ear ning and for bringing out insights.
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One of the major observations that most of the students
made about learning was the impact the group had on their
learning, both negatively a nd positively.

Students found

that they were learning from others in the group and that
they were affected by the interaction that occurred in the
group .

The different aspects of this were that not talking

in class could hinder learning, but that one student
dominating the class could also prevent others in the class
from learning .

Richard pointed th i s out when he said, "you

could take and talk one week the whole time and dominate the
class and then nobody will gain anything from it ."

They

recognized the value of applying the theories to classroom
interactions and that this helped to better understand other
members of the group as well as themselves.

This revealed

that many of the students were actually using the classroom
as a laboratory for observing human behavior and for
experimenting with different types of behavior.
Some of the students came up with some interest i ng
observations about the things that affected their learning.
As mentioned earlier, Amy observed that learning can occur
everywhere which related to students being able to apply
what they had learned in the classroom by stepping back and
observing the behavior that was occurring around them .
Another student commented that her learning was definitely
affected by the teacher and the topic, while two other
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students found that emotions and anger can get in the way of
their learni ng.

Virginia felt that

def i nitely the books, the i nstructors have been
important, the group has been i mportant. It's kind o f
a microcosm too. When you have a group like that, to
sit and look i nto people because t hat group has been
very sharing, and that's been ve r y good. I think i t
would probably be a combination of all of the above .
Why am I learning? I feel good, you know, when I'm
learning . I feel younger. I feel better .
It was interesting to see that the students were becoming
much more reflective about their own learning a nd were aware
of those things that could possibly affect it .
Change.

Because the students had now completed t hree

courses in the program, it seemed more appropria te to see if
they could recognize any changes that were occurring .

When

asked about changes that they had o bserved, the students
mentioned chang es that they noticed in themselves and i n the
group as a whole, and a few of the s t udents also noticed
changes in other students in the class .
The c hanges that students noticed in themselves focused
mainly on personal growth as a result of what they were
l earning.

For example, almost half of the s tudents

commented that their communication had improved both at work
and at home.

Cindy expla ined this by saying,

I've watched people differently when they've talked,
because I'm trying to figure out where they're coming
from. I t may not be honest, but if tha t' s something
they f eel comfortable saying, their comfort level. And
I 'm also trying to be, it 's very interesting, because
on a real , you know, sometimes you're really personal
i n an impersonal way or maybe you do things i n an
extremely personal and up close way , but you don't have
to get involved. But I 'm finding that for some reason
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or a nother I 'm able to connect a little more deeply
with these people, and it's he l pful . I th i nk i t's more
he l pful for them. It's necessarily more helpful for
me. Because i t doesn't, it doesn't affect h ow I do my
j ob, but it does affect the i r outcome. And I ' m also
able to express what I thi nk I' m doing and kind of not
s tand up f or myself, but tell people what I 've been
do i ng and what I'm trying to achieve. I never did that
before so my supervisor never knew what I was doing.
Specifically, this improvement i n communication focused on
being ab l e to work through conflict better , l i stening better
and knowing t hemsel ves better.

They a lso felt that they

c ould connect with others more deeply .

The stude nts also

e xpressed a n i ncrease in awareness, and an i ncrease in their
ab i lity to observe and analyze human behavi or.

About ha l f

of the m recogni zed that they were now able t o look a t human
be havi or a nd not judge it, but were abl e to s tep back and
a na l yze it instead.
g rowth.

They also expressed a lot of pers onal

This g rowth stemmed from challeng ing themsel ves to

do th i ngs t hat t hey had not done before like g ive a s peech.
This in tur n l ed to feeling more secure and confident as a
person, and as a resu l t they were happ i er a nd wer e a ble to
understand themselves better.
The major change that most of the students not i ced in
the group as a whole was that it was c l oser .

They noticed

that they seemed to know each other better and were
friendlier towa r ds each other.

Along wi th bei ng c l oser,

they saw the group as being more open and accepting and as a
result people felt more comfortable d i scussing personal
issues.

Specific people within the group who were observed
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as changing the most were:

Richard, who was becoming more

open; Jessica, who was actually coming out of her shell; and
talking more, and Cindy, who was also changing i n her
confidence levels.
Summary.

In general there were more comments in all

areas than in the previous course.

This could be due to the

fact that they had more experience i n this l earni ng
environment and had something to compare this course to.
However, the one area that seemed to receive the most
attention and have the most meaning was the students'
reaction to the teacher.
When students were asked the initial ques tion of how
was this course, the first comment that came out was in
regard to the teacher .

Whether positive or negative in

their reaction to the teacher, this particular teacher had a
strong impact on the students.

The comments that ensued

seemed to relate more to their personal reactions to the
teacher and the course and less to the group as a whole.
Other areas that were important were that the students
were able to notice changes in themselves and their learning
and also changes in the group as a whole.

More students

were feeling more self-confident and were seeing that they
could apply more of what they were learning to their lives.
They also noticed that the group was becoming more open and
shari ng and trusting more.
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The one area that rece i ved the l east attention was the
content or subject matter.

This coul d have been because

there was very litt l e new i nformation that was presented,
a nd i t was subject matter that was very familiar to the
students.

In general, the relationship that the s tudents

had with the t eacher and with each other seemed to have a
defin i te i mpact on their l ear n i ng and meant more to them
than the actual content covered .
Teacher B Perceptions / Meanings
Description.

Joe, the second instructor in this study,

was q uite a contrast from the firs t instructor.

He was much

more reserved a nd quiet than the f irst i nstructor .

AS a

white male in his l ate forties , he presented himself as a
ver y structured, self- confident i ndividual.

Although this

i nstructor has a sense of humor a nd a genuine concern for
h i s students, these characteristics were not i mmediate l y
evident upon first mee ting him.

His calm, reserved demeanor

was more like stereotypical teachers or at least college
professors.
When asked how he got into the field of teaching, Joe
pointed out that "my mother was an English t eacher and I
don't think that there was any doubt that that was what I
was supposed to be" ( I nterview #1).

Because of her

influence , Joe began teaching at the age of seventeen at a
summer camp and has been teaching ever since " i n one form or
another" (Interview #1) .

ASide from his mother providi ng a
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role model, Joe also saw his " decision to become a teacher
was in react i on t o something else where you can fall back"
( I nterview #1) .

Aside from being a teacher, Joe had always

had a strong desire to fly, but his interest in flying waned
after three years as an Army helicopter pilot.
that point that he decided to become a teacher.

It was at
"That was a

conscious blatant decision that's been the best one I've
ever made, and I 've never wavered from it, even though
there's been ups and downs" (I nter v i ew #1) .

Because of his

fascination with studying people, Joe's educational
background i ncluded a Bachelor of Science i n Education with
a major i n psychology and a Master's a nd Doctorate i n
psychology.
Short l y after receiving his Bachelor's degree, Joe's
first teachi ng experience was in a small Midwestern h i gh
s chool.

" I taught English a nd commun i cati on, some

psychol ogy a l though they didn ' t have much, but I was a
debate coach, and that was my forte" (Interview #1).

After

a coupl e o f years teaching high schoo l , Joe went on for h i s
advanced degrees and taugh t at a major un i versi ty where
classes were huge l ecture halls with hundreds of students.
Because Joe enjoyed the interaction with students, th i s type
of teaching soon became tedious, and he tried his hand at
counseling.

He descri bed counseling as listening to the

same problems over again, and this too l ost i ts challenge.
He has been teaching full-time a t NLU for the past three
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years in the Psychology Department wi th mos t of his classes
be i ng off-campus.

NLU was particularly appealing to him

because of the small class size and i ts focus on excellence
i n teaching.
Unlike the previous instructor, Joe had formal teacher
tra i n i ng and more than 20 years of college teaching
e xperience.

The impact of h is strong background in

traditional education was evi dent in the interviews as he
d escribed h i s role as a teacher, his expectations of the
students, the learning outcomes that resulted, and some of
his personal learning that occurred .

I t i s these areas that

will be discussed below.
Perception of the Teacher.

Since a teacher plays an

integral role in the teachi ngjlea rn ing process, it was
important to understand how Joe saw his role as a teacher .
In explaining his role in the classroom, Joe not only
def i ned the role of a teacher in general, but also described
his own approach to teaching with a specific emphasis on how
he went about the task of teaching .
When asked what it meant to him to be a teache r , Joe
succinctly answered, "It means to promote change" ( I nterview
#1) .

This desire t o have an impact on students so that they

were not t he same at the end of a course was very important
to Joe.

In fact, it was wat ching people change and knowing

that he had a role in that change that made teaching so
rewarding f or Joe.
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As a teacher , J oe r ea lized that init ially he
intimidated the s tud ents and they were a fraid of him, but he
also knew that if he could get past that initial reaction
that the students usua lly e nded up liking him.

As he

explained , i t was possibly
because I come on so strong, and so consequently
they ' re a little suspicious. The y're a little
suspicious because it's a new i nstructor any way.
But by an hour i nto the first n i ght that mel t ed ,
a nd so I get them to laugh. I get them to get
i nterested in some things so by the second night
that ' s all nice and comfortable and every t hing ."
(Int erview #2)
What was interesting to note was that as a therapist , Joe
was seen as being wa rm a nd non-threatening, but in the
classroom even colleagues who had observed him were afraid
of him initially .

Although Joe was very ope n to changing

his teachi ng style , he had tried just about everything to
alleviate this initial i mpression but to no avail.

So he

had given up and learned to accept this i n itia l reaction
knowing that it would change over the duration of the
course.

He did however, offer an explanation for why this

was occurr i ng, ''maybe it's because I 'm frightened "
(Interview #2) .
Joe d i d explain his techniques for getting students to
r elax more and accept him more .

He explained that " I

challenge them with the questions and then as they start to
give me the answer s then I lead in with the concepts and
then that starts to mel t them" (Interview #2).

He also

switched from using lectures "to small group interaction,
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group discussions which I'm not i nvolved in and some lecture
d i scussion, but not lecture'' (Interview #2).

It was

apparently through more interaction with the students that
Joe was able to get the students to become less frightened
of him.
Another personal aspect of Joe was that he was very
concerned about his students and felt responsible that each
and every student learn and grow in his class .

If a student

was having some difficulty, Joe would try his best to help
that student understand.

He would even have consulted some

other teacher or adm i n istrator, if he felt the student was
having ma jor difficulties.

His strong sense of

responsibility in reaching and motivating his students was
revealed when he said,
If the coach l oses the football game, no matter
what happens you're still responsible. That's
your job. And if I were to say that I didn't have
any responsibility, I would be shirking that
respons i b ility. Although I realize realistically
my limitations, one student wouldn't have finished
under anybody given the same circumstances. But
once again you can't shove it off .. because it was
my responsibil i ty. In fact, I'd really rather
flunk somebody because of incompetency then have
somebody not finish it. Because maybe they
weren't motivated or something so that's my
responsibility. (Interview #3)
Reaching every student in class was a challenge to him, and
he felt he had failed if he didn't reach them all.

"If I

have two or three get out of there without learning what you
want them to, see that's failure to me.

146

But I can't

remember a class that I've taught where I fel t good about
everybody" (Interview #2) .
When as ked to describe how he taught, Joe once a gain
answered with a short, simple answer .

He taught by lecture

and discussion wh i ch revealed his l ong e xperience in th e
traditional classroom.

As he described it ,

because I cut my teeth on the large lecture
classes , I've almost become a performer there.
And that I can't get r i d of, so when I try to
teach cohort groups, I have to really mi nimize
that and throw i t back to them. And that ' s good
for me though, because I'm learning to develop a
new style . ( I nterview #2)
This idea of entertaining the students was one tha t kept
reoccurring when Joe would describe his methods of teaching ,
but at the same time he would express a desire to c hange to
a more inte ractive approach.

As he explained ,

I especially know if I start entertaining t hem
again, then I don't have a problem at all trying
to predi ct what their reaction is goi ng to be.
But so back to that idea of trying to change the
style .. teaching that way's going to be more of a
challenge for me, a nd i t' s less pre d ictable for
me. (Interview #1)
The sense I got was that Joe was having a difficult time
with his attempts to change h is style of teachi ng to a more
non-tradit ional approach.

Because he was not always

successful when he would t ry something new, he would revert
back to his tried and true method of putti ng on a show
(lecturing) for h is students.
The new method of teaching that Joe was tryi ng out was
more non-traditional teach ing which i nvo lved a lot of
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student interaction with the teacher acting as f acilitator .
Joe described th i s as the cohort method and s hared some o f
his d ifficu l ty with attempting to change his s tyle of
teaching .

His perception of the cohort method was

where I try to get them to interact , and teach
each other. That will go on the average f or
awhile , and then I 'll start entertai n i ng. And
then they ' l l reinforce me for t hat and then t hat ' s
where it will go. And it's very hard not to, not
to let that happen . And so the l ast t i me I t a ught
it, I did a pretty good job. I backed off of the
e ntertainment more t han I ever had before and i t
didn't go as wel l . And some of .. . a c oupl e of the
eval uations out of eighteen were not t he best, and
so that was a little bit bel ow average, and then I
got some verbal negatives f rom a coupl e of them.
And I know fu l l well if I would have just walked
in there a nd ent ert ained the hell o f out them for
four classes none of that would have happened.
And so, I 'm not saying that's necessarily a
detriment to a l l of this. What I 'm sayi ng is that
that's the chal l enge. I ' m tryi ng to learn how to
do that, but I' m having a terribl e time. And if
they hassl e me too much, then I ' ll go back to the
old styl e, because I know I can depend upon i t.
Anyway, so that's one of the r easons I like to
teach for di f ferent are as, because I 'm trying to
change all that. Because one o f these days, I
said that before, I would like t o accomplish the
ideal of teachi ng one class wi thout, without what
I 'm cal ling entertainment. (Interview #1)
Although Joe was having some difficu l ty changing his styl e
of teaching, it was obv ious that he genuinely enjoyed
teaching and watching his students change and grow.

He took

his responsibility as a teacher very seriously and was
a lways trying to improve.

To h i m, one of the challenges and

joys of teaching was to be able to r each and teach every
student i n class.

148

Perception of Students.

Joe's perception of his

students was very thoughtful and coul d almost be considered
psychoanalytical in its approach.

When asked repeatedly if

he would like to know anything about h i s students before he
got into the classroom, he didn't feel it necessary because
he could pick up and analyze them the fi rst t i me he met
them, "because one of the first things that I do, is try to
get to know them, and get them to talk.

So I can understand

what they're i nterested in" (Interview #1) .

He also f elt

that since he had been teaching so l ong that, if he taught a
certain way or did certain things in the classroom, he could
easily predict the students' responses.

As Joe put it ,

knowing specific things about his students before hand, "I
don 't think it would change my style at all" (Interview #2).
In fact, knowing about the actual physical location was more
important to Joe than knowing about the students ahead of
time.

Joe expressed nervousness about his first encounter

wi th the students, but he knew that it stemmed more from
being in new, uncomfortable surroundings and not f rom the
students themse l ves.
In discussing what he expected from adult students in
general, Joe didn't expect he would get many surpri ses from
the students he would be teachi ng, because he had taught for
so many years.

He did expect that they would be "generally

good students" (Intervi ew #1), and that they would be
motivated and work harder than more t raditional s tudents .
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As he poi nted out, " They are much more motivated.
harder.

They wo r k

You don't have to entertai n them as much .....

Although they put up with less nonsense from you, they wor k
you harder, a nd they expect more from a teacher" ( I ntervi ew
#1) .

J oe a l so knew that the majority of the c l ass would
respond posi t i vel y to him and his teaching, but that a t
least one or two students would react negati vely.

He b a sed

th i s predict i on on many years of compiling informat ion f r om
his student eval ua t ions.

As he explained,

out of 100 eval ua t i ons, no matter what the class
wa s, 90 o f them would be the best markings, and
on l y 10 would be low, but I 've never been able t o
g et r i d of t hat 10 percent. I always manag e to
upset pr o ba bly one person in every class, a nd i t' s
f o llowe d the same pattern for yea r s.
(Interview #l )
Beside s the s t ude nts being moti vated and in gener al
positively inc line d toward the teacher , Joe a l s o expected
them to be normally d i stributed according to IQ and t hat
their pe rsonal i ty tra i ts would also be normally d ist ri but ed
for college students.

Even with being abl e to predict s o

much about the students prior to meeting them, J oe was still
excited about the prospect of meeting this group of
students, "because they'll be different.

I've never met

them bef ore, and i t' l l be fun and it ... will never get dull
and drag" ( Intervi ew #1).
After Joe had met this particular group of students, he
was asked to descr i be them, and he saw no signific ant
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difference between this group a nd previous groups that he
had taught i n this program.

His general predictions about

adult students also applied to this particular group.

As he

described, they were
typical ABS, a little rowdy, interruptive at
times, that high i nteraction , and that of course
i s great because that gets things going. I don't
know what else to say except t hat they were like
the other three that I taught before. Essentially
t he same th ing, same type o f student, same
background. (Intervi ew #2)
Even with so many similarities, Joe did comment on two
outstanding characteristics for this particul ar group.
The two main characte r i s t ics that Joe observed in this
group were that they were very t alkat i ve and ver y cohesive .
He felt that he was able to pick up so much information
about the students "because they're not quiet ... if you don't
want them to talk, they' l l tal k anyway" (Interview #2).
Aside f r om being ta lkat i ve, he also not i ced that th i s group
was very cohesive .

As he explained, "Obviously the cohesion

was built before I walked i n there, so t hey all got along
well with each ot her to the point that, like I said before,
they had sub-groups somewhat, but the int eraction was very
t ight" (Int erview #2).

Although Joe saw the strong cohesion

in this group, he sensed that they were splintered into subgroups because t hey lacked a leader.

Unli ke other groups

t hat Joe has taught where, "they're always very close knit
and highly dependent upon each other and usually they've
picked out a leader .

This one as I indicated ear lier was a
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little bit leaderless" ( I nter v i ew #2).

It seemed , accordi ng

t o Joe, t hat t he group t ended t o l ook to the one male
student i n the gr oup for lead e rsh i p , but since he would n' t
take it, they were "ki nd of f l ounde r ing , I think f or a
leader and so consequent ly they' ve sub- g r oup ed qu i te a b i t.
On l y that, I th i nk, happened before I go t the r e" (Inte r v i ew
#2).

In general , Joe had a posi t i ve r es ponse to this group.
Joe also brought out an i nteres t ing observation a bout

the territoriality that was oc curring in t his g roup wi th
s t udents s i tti ng i n the s ame p lace each clas s s e s s ion.

He

s aw it as "that's ou r terri t ori alit y thi ng t ha t t h ey feel
c omf ortable i n the same place .
positi on in t he group.

I mean it e s tabl i s hes thei r

If t hey didn ' t do i t , t hen I ' d sure

say that there's s ome cohes i on t roub l es" ( Inte r v i ew #3) .
Although Joe saw this as a nor mal phen omenon that occurr ed
in all classr ooms, he did see i t a s hav i ng an e ff ect on the

sub-groups that arose, and the effec t i veness of these subgroups in making cla ss pr esenta t i o ns a nd work i ng t ogether.
He felt this was t r ue
especi ally i n that c l a s s, becaus e t hey had already
established r elati onshi ps wi th people that they' r e
c l oser to. And there seemed t o be some really
close relat i onships between some and others that
weren't . Of cour se, you would expect that, I
think. Oh, especially when I let t h em break i nto
the i r f irst group on who they want ed t o be with,
and then I observed that the sub- g roups that the y
broke into, the three . The o ne g r oup that took
Buscaglia had obvi ousl y wor ked t ogether bef ore,
a nd they wer e friends and everything, and they
were really tight. The other two were a little
b i t more scattered, but not t oo bad.
(I nterview #3)
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Joe was also able to pick out certain students that
really stood out in his mind as either very bri ght or some
that were having t r oubl e .

As he put i t, "there are the

usual several really sharp ones, and then s ome dullards, two
or three of those" (Interview #2).

He specifically poi nted

out Harriet as "going to be one of the bright ones I think"
(I nterview #2), and Evel yn as "one of the slow ones"
( Interview #2).

What was i nteresting about this observation

was that the two students he named were very similar in
background , up-bringing, and age, but were total opposites
i n their personality types .

Each of these students is very

bright, but Harriet is more traditional in her approach to
learning, and Evelyn is more non-traditional.

He also

commented on one student that he found intriguing, because
she didn 't fit with his origi nal assessment of he r.
At first, I though t she was really wi th it, and
then I made a comment ... something about peopl e who
had delusions, and I said, "Some of them get to
thinking that they are a common rel i gious figure ."
And I kept goi ng, and pretty soon she held up her
hand, and she said, "I didn't understand common
relig i ous figure." I don't know what to do with
her. (Interview #2)
I t was interesting to note that at the end of the course,
the grades for the two students mentioned above as smart and
dull reflected exactly this earlier prediction.
There were two key things that Joe felt were important
to this class as well as to most of the classes he had
taught.

One was grades, and the other was the social aspect

of the class.

He was not sure that the students would see
153

,--

these two things as i mportant, but it was something that he
noticed.

As he observed,

I 'm s ure they pi cked out different things. Put a
grade on someone, and they're going to worry about
that. OK, they also worried about what's going on
soci a lly, and how acceptable they're going to be
wi th each other. And I think, they would probably
worry about application of that topic . That would
probably be third on their list .... ! think the
grade and how they related to their classmates is
a l ways goi ng to be there to some degree .
( I ntervi ew #3)
I n general, Joe really liked this class and thought
that overall they were very bright and a delight to t each.
Or as he pointed out, "Overall it was interesting, exciting,
and I th i nk that that class in particular as they came
together was better than average" (Interview #2 ) .

In

looking at the grades a t the end of the course, Joe was very
impressed with the group as a whole and felt that it was
their overall h i gh ability that made the class exciting.

He

also saw cohesion playing a part in their achievements,
because "there wasn't much variance in it at all, which
mea ns that that's probably got a lot to do with the cohesion
that's built in the class and how they help each other out
with interacting and stuff" (Interview #3) .

Because this

class was so cohesive and the students were more or less on
the same level, Joe summed it up by saying "what that means
to me is that A) they're easy to teach, and B) they're easy
to evaluate, t oo .

And so that made my job a lot easier"

(Interview #3).
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When Joe was asked what he thought the s tudent s'
r e action to him was, as he had pointed out previously, s ome
o f the students in class would really like h i m and o ther
students wouldn't, and t h i s class was no d ifferent.

He a l so

knew that "they as u sual we r e threatened by me in the
beginn i ng" (Interview #2), but he did feel that their
r eact ion to h i m changed as he got into the course.
Accordi ng to Joe, the s t uden ts eventually warmed to h i m once
he started t e ll ing jokes and sharing some of h i s
experi ences.

" I th i nk at first they were f r ightened,

s uspicious, as I 've sai d .

Now they're l ooking a t me as

being knowl edgeabl e a nd wa rm" ( I nterv i ew #2) .

Al though J oe

woul d like to e l imi nate both of these initial reactions, he
knew that no matter how hard he tried or what he d i d, that
he would not be able to have 100 percent of the s tudent s
like him and what he was teaching, nor would he be abl e to
eliminate i niti ally appearing threatening to the s tudent s .
In fact, Joe had spent many years ana l yz i ng h is own teach i ng
to try to figure out why this was happening.

one possibl e

reason that he came up with was that, "I think maybe t hat i t
is, I come o n too strong to start with.

Like I ' ll stand up

and throw a bunch of questions at them and stuff.
shouldn' t do that I suppose" (Interview #2).

I

Another

possible reason was that "they don't trust me just because
I ' m an i ns tructor" (Interview #3).
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But in the end, Joe felt

that the students enjoyed having him as a teacher, because
his evaluations were always very h i gh .
When asked if he had noticed any change in the students
during the course, the two areas that Joe observed where he
thought this class had changed were in the cohesion of the
group and their intellectual growth.

In regard to the

cohesion of the group, Joe saw that during the four weeks
"the cohesion of that group got tighter .

I think they grew

to respect each other a little more especially as they saw
each other perform those assignments" (In terview #3).
Although Joe thought this group was very cohesive to begin
with, it was i nteresting that Joe noted that the group
became even more cohesive as they saw different aspects of
the ir classmates.
The second area of growth that Joe observed was
intellectually.

This particular area was where Joe was

hoping to see growth since he defined teaching and learning
as encouraging change a nd growth.

"Like I said before I saw

some intellectual growth take place and that's what I was
after.

And I believe that that was significant in that

group" (Interview #3).

When asked to describe the kind of

i ntellectual growth he observed, he explained that is was
"more in-depth thinking.

Better analysis of problems that

are applications of what they were talking about" (Interview
#3).

I think this surprised him to an extent because he

wasn't accustomed to seeing undergraduate students doing t he
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critical think i ng that would be expected of graduate
students.

But as he said, " Th i s group really wanted to

l earn something" (Interview #3).
Perception of Learning.

As with any teacher, Joe had

specific things that he hoped his students would gain from
this class.

The key thing that Joe was hoping for was to

promote some kind of change in his students either as to
their attitudes or as to their intellectual approach.

More

specifically, he wanted
them to learn how relationships are bui l t, what
they can do to improve the ones they're involved
in, and also set some attitudes, like change can
be made to a relationship, re l at i onshi ps c an be
developed in different ways, more relationships
can be discovered and deve l oped in concept. So
that if they walk out of there with the idea that
they're armed with some methods for changing and
developing a relationship then I've been ... that's
the major objective. (Intervi ew # 2 )
Watching the students change and have the ability to take
the methods he presented and apply them were exci t i ng to
Joe .

This, to him, was the whole purpose of education.
Joe also felt that encouragi ng change i n these students

would be fairly easy and fun because "they expect some kind
of change" (Interview #2).

In addition to th i s expectation

of change, he felt that the content area of interpersonal
relationships was inherently interesting to students and as
such made them interested in making changes.

As he put it,

They really were attracted to it, because i t gives
them some explanation of what's going on with your
relationships, but more than that, that stuff's
inherently interesting. I mean anybody can teach
that and make it interesting. It's all about how
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people are i nte rac t i ng, a nd how t hey build
relat i onshi ps, and so on . So I knew and i t
happened a gain that they reacted very favorably to
the content . ( I nte r v i ew #2)
Th is general positive reaction to the content of the cours e
made it easy according to Joe to promote change in h is
students.
The one area that Joe was hoping to change i n h is
students was to improve their critical th i nk i ng ski ll s .

To

him, this was a n area that presented a great deal of
frustra t ion .

Par t of tha t fr ustrati on was due to t he fact

that at this stage i n development, adults shoul d have
acquired some skill i n look i ng at situati ons critically .
But according to Joe, undergraduate students don' t know how
to think theore tically because "they haven't known how to
learn t hat way, I don't think, or somebody hasn' t taught
them" (I nterview #2).

Joe didn't feel he was very effective

i n teachi ng his students to be more analyti cal or critical
in their think ing and was frustrated with this.

As he

expressed i t ,
No matter how many t i mes I've cautioned them on
whatever they're do i ng, as far as their oral
reports go, to try to get that into an analysis,
they won 't do it. Some o f them will, but they
still don't understand the difference between the
two , and they will see how much they can cover
without putting any depth to it. And so I wi ll
leap on them try ing to teach them not to do that
any more and then .. . that's when they'll get
angry . (Interview #2)
This was probably more frustrating to Joe because he truly
had attempted to show the students how to a nalyze and had
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encouraged t he i r c r itical thinking.

He poi nted th i s out by

saying,
I teach them to look for the reasons why a person
would behave that way. Then extend the reasons
into other motives, and I was doing that the other
day by saying, "This is what's occurred . The
depth in this was for other reasons . Now what
else coul d that possibly mean?" And they start to
catch on to that, and they start to think, "OK, to
understand what ' s happeni ng in a re l ationship then
you have to understand the other person's
moti vation ." And just asking the person directly
about what their mot i vation is may not be where i t
is because they may not know themselves.
So
consequently we spend a lot of t i me working on
that. (Inter v i ew #2)
Although Joe had expectations of changi ng these
students i n certai n ways, he was not specific on what he
felt they had actually learned.

He d i d comment that be cause

t he students d i d so well on their c lassroom presentati ons
and their f i nal papers, he did feel that he had accompl ished
what he set out to do, and the students d i d change .

He was

very i mpressed with the feedback that students gave to e ach
other's presentations and recognized that they were abl e to
think more critically and analyze d ifferent s i tuat i ons.

He

was also impressed that "sure enough they d i d the same thing
on those papers too.

So I was pleased with their papers,

the interactive learning that took place on the media
presentation, and those are the two i tems" (Intervi ew #3) .
He also felt that these students wou l d a l so be abl e to apply
this new
style of learning wherever they go. I f they
conti nue i n the ABS program, and that continues to
happen to them, by the time they graduate they' l l
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be pretty, pretty nice. I s houldn ' t say nice, but
efficient learning machines . I think t hat's what
we're tryi ng to turn out, i sn't i t ? (Int ervi ew #J)
Personal Learning for Teacher.

Joe was one of those

teachers who was always analyGing h i s own teachi ng and
t ryi ng to understand why students behaved the way they did.
So even in th i s class he was able to reflect on what was
happening and gain some new i nsights or reaffirm some of h is
previously held beliefs about teach i ng and learning.

He

seemed to be i ntrigue d by a number of th i ngs that were
happening in the classroom or that he had personally
experienced.
The first i nsight t hat Joe shared wi th me was that he
was more ner vous about the actual physical surround i ngs i n a
classroom envir onment than the students.

He said, "It took

me a lo ng time to figure out that that's what was wrong.
That i t was the room and not the peopl e" (Interview #1).

He

explained that over h is yea rs of t eaching he had not i ced
that he was always very nervous about the first class
meeti ng.

It was almos t like a f ear of the unknown.

By

making sure that nothing would go wrong with the physical
environment , he was then f reed up to concentrat e on h is
teaching.

He related some pr etty horribl e experiences, like

falling off the podium or breaki ng the Gipper on his pants,
that have contri buted to t h is fear.

But he had a l so found a

way to resolve or al l eviate this fear.
Stuff like that has happened, and that's what
scares me about i t, and that's what cures it .
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I

can walk in and say, "Now see. The chalk board's
there, and you're not goi ng to get hemmed in or
whatever." And then I'll be all right. But it
took the longest .. it took years to determine why
that frightened me. ( I ntervi ew #1)
He was also sure that it occurred with other teachers as
well.

He mused,
And you know, I know I 'm right about that, because I've
talked to a lot of other people, and they'll open their
mouths and say, "Well, that's why I'm scared some times
and other times .. it's not necessarily teaching. It 's
the physical environment." (Interview #1)

Since Joe had not taught in a hotel room for years where
this class took place, the physical environment was
definitely different than his previous experiences.

He

learned from that experience that " it had a little more
class to i t than the classroom.
nice .

And it was really kind of

It was like .. it was like going to a business

conference or a convention as opposed to a regular
classroom" (Interview #3).

Once he had adjusted to this new

environment, he seemed to really enjoy it .
The second thing that Joe mentioned was that in all the
years that he had been teaching no one had asked him about
his teaching .

"You know in all the places that I have

taught no one's ever been concerned about how I felt"
(Interview #2), and Joe has been teaching for 30 years in a
variety of settings.

Even at NLU which prides i tself on

excellent teaching, he had not encountered a forum to
discuss his teaching or share with other instructors.
fact,
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In

the only time I do is when I go to those
conferences that are des i gned just f or teaching.
They're not a discipline. Like every Janua r y, I
go to this one in Tampa cal led the Institute for
Teaching Psychology and most of those peopl e are
communi ty college people. But they'll talk
teaching with you. They really will. And for two
or three days it's kind of fun to kind of sit
a round and do that. And the one I went to i n
Washington this summer which was an off-shoot of
that out of the American Psychological society, it
focused on teaching and there was some of t hat
going on there. (Interview #2)
It was obvious that sharing his views and perc e pt ions about
his teaching was something that Joe found to be a very
positive experience .
The third insight that Joe observed a bout the class was
t hat this particular c l ass didn't seem concerned about what
they had l earned previously or what they were going to be
learning in subsequent c l asses.

He poi nted out "tha t they

don't worry about the other teachers, and I don't hear about
the other content either" (Interview #2) .

His expe r ience

with on-campus, trad i t i onal students was qu i te the opposite,
because they would complain about who they had last term and
who they were planning to take.

This was something that

i ntr i gued Joe, and he was trying to figure out why it
occurred.

In speculating about possible reasons, Joe

suggested that maybe they were afr a i d to say anything
because they thought the teachers in th i s program would talk
to each other.

He also thought that it might be that the

students were just afraid to open up to him for some reason.
Joe felt that
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something's going on there . They've got to be
afraid. See, the only other experience that I 've
had like that is when I taught for the military .
.... I taught the class, a nd then a t the break they
wouldn't have anything to do with me at break. In
fact, they would walk away. They wouldn't talk to
me . I couldn't figure out what the hell's going
on . And then I r emembered, and I even asked one
of them that these people are usually taught by
super i ors, and so they didn't interact with them
socially. (Interview #2)
Another i ssue that arose was the i dea of possession of
the class .

Since Joe was the third instructor that these

students had had, and because I actually was in the
classroom during the first night he taught these s tudents, I
was curi ous to see if my presence had any effect on h i m.

He

said that a t first i t did, but that after he reali ze d that I
would be l eaving shortly that it didn't bother him.

He was

curious to know why teachers tended to be so possessi ve
about their classes.

He did offer a possible expl a nation,

"I think it's ownership.

We believe that since we' r e

getti ng pa i d to do this, that those people belong to us .
They are part of us.

Realistically that's not the case at

all " (Interview #3) .

So to Joe, teachers have a tendency to

really identify with a group of students to the point of
havi ng a strong sense of ownership and feeling that their
territory has been invaded if another teacher comes in .

He

was even i nterested in investigating whether this sense of
ownership was felt by a number of teachers.
When Joe was asked if he would change anything about
teaching th i s particular group, he pointed out that he would
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have done two things differently .
Number one, I think I would have pushed them a
little bit harder to better analysis of
relationships, more in-depth analysis of
relationships. The reason I didn't is because I
didn't know exactly that I had that good of a
group .. toward the end . . . I would have brought in
some case histories that had some real nasty
problems and let them analyze these .... and then
maybe near the end teach them some more
sophisticated analysis methods of social
relationships . They may not have understood all
of that or maybe not been able to apply it, but at
least they could have touched on t hat. So that 's
what I would have done differ ently . I n general, I
would've made the content heavier and I would've
tried to challenge them more. (Interview #3)
The second thing that Joe pointed out was that
they rei n forced the idea that I learned a long
time ago that I have to stay on my toes with a
group like that . And a couple of times things
kind of got scattered in there, and that brought
me back to reali ty that every group's different,
and I've got to stay flexible . That I usually
l earn unless it ' s a group that isn't very active
at all, and then they never challenge me.
(Interview #3)
I n general, Joe expressed a strong sense of curiosity
about what was happening in the learning situation and how
the s tudents were reacting.

In general, he felt that it was

a positive learning experience for him as well as the
students.

I n fact, he stated that " if you asked me today to

teach the same class again I'd do it, because I had a good
time.

I felt good about it" (Interview #3).

Combined Student/Teacher Meanings
Although this particular teacher seemed to be very
different from the class he taught, both he and the students
came up with similar perceptions of what occurred in class.
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Similarities.

The thing that had the most meaning for

both the students and the teacher was the social aspect of
learning.

According to the teacher, grades and the opinion

of the other students were the two most important things to
these students.

Based on the student comments, their

interactions with their fell ow students did lead to the most
conflict yet support for their learning.

Several of the

students even identified that the i nput of other students
was valuable to their learning.

I n regard to grades, this

was actually the first t ime t hat a number of students had
expressed a concern for grades where previously they had
been more concerned for learni ng.

So in both these

respects, both teacher and students identified the same key
things that were important to the students in this learning
environment.
The teacher's and students' description of the class
was very similar .

In descr i bing the group, the students and

the teacher perceived this group as very cohesive.

The

students also continually talked about how they were corning
together as a group.

The teacher definitely picked up on

this, and even saw the group becoming more cohesive during
the duration of the course.
In regard to the teacher, both the teacher and the
students perceived him in a similar fashion.

The teacher

kept commenting that he was an entertainer in the classroom
and was more comfortable with the lecture method instead of
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the more facili t ative role of the cohort method .

The

s tudents p i cked up on this a nd saw this teacher as an
i nstructor, meaning that he was much more traditional in h is
approach than previous instructo rs had been.
Going along wi th this perception of the teacher as
being more traditional in h is approach was the idea that
some of the s tude nts would l ike h i m and others wouldn't.
The s tudents quickly identified tha t some of t he s tudents in
class had been alienated by the teache r and were upset and
angry with h i m.

Although only three actually expressed a

negative r eaction to the teacher, t he impression t ha t the
class as a whole had was that most of the students did not
like the teacher.

It seemed tha t t hose students who we re

more comfortable with a more traditional teacher liked the
examples , presentations, and voice of this instructor.

The

other students who had begun to like t he more nontraditional approach did not like this parti cular
instructor .

The teacher had actually predicted that some of

the students would not like h i m, but he could not tell which
ones .

In both cases these perceptions matched each other.
For both the instructor and the students, the content

was much less important than being able to apply the
theories and concepts and analyze different situations.

The

students spent more time commenting on how pleased they were
that they were able to apply the i r l earning to the i r lives
than they did explaining the concepts that they were
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applying.

They also recognized that one of the ways they

had changed was to become more analytical about the
communicati on that was occurring about them.

The teacher

also sensed these changes and identified them as the two
most important things he had set out to teach.

I n th i s

case, both students and teacher were focused more on the
process of learning and the changes that enta i l ed than the
actual content or subject matter .
Differences .

Although there were a number of similar

percepti ons , the differences between this teacher a nd the
students were much greater than with the other i nstructor.
The major difference that showed that this teacher a nd t he
students were often operating at cross purposes was in the
way the students wanted to be treated.

The teacher made an

off-hand comment in his interview that the students would
become efficient learning machines, and this set the tone
for how he saw the students.

To the teacher, the students

were not really human beings, but were something to examine
and study.

The students reacted very negatively to this and

wanted to be dealt with on a real, human level.

As Evelyn

put it they thought the instructor was "a voyeur of human
behavior."

It was also i nteresting to note that the teacher

felt that the students saw him as warm and caring, but the
students saw him as fake and not real with them.
Another r elated issue where the teacher and students'
perceptions did not agree was on what was being communicated
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about ass i gnments and t he grading system.

The teacher f e l t

that he had explai ned t hese clearly and given feedback t hat
would help the students improve their next assignment, but
the students we r e ver y c onfused and did not under sta nd
either the instructi ons for the assignment or the feedback.
The one thing that was ver y upsetting to the students was
the i nstructor 's grading system.

The majority of the

students in t he c l a ss wer e fami liar with per centages for
grading where 90-100 i s a n A, and 80-90 is a B, etc.

This

instructor g r aded on a curve where the majority of the
students would cluster around 50%.

The fact that on t his

particular scale a 75 coul d be an A for this i nstr uctor was
something t ha t the students could not understand and
consequently were c onstantly upset by their number gr a de
even though their l etter grade was what they had expected.
What the t e a cher and the students saw as importa nt to
student l earning a l so d iffered.

The teacher saw t he o ther

students and the g r ading system as i mportant to the
students, but the students spent so much time commenting and
r eacting t o the teache r that it was obvious that the t eacher
had a profound i mpact on the i r learning.

Many o f the

students focused most of their time and attention on the
teacher and had some di f ficulty concentrating on the subje ct
matter of the course.

They were particularly upset by the

fact that the course was about interpersonal re l ati onshi ps
and being real with other people, and that their i n structor
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was a prime example of how UQt to deal interpersonally with
other people.

I th i nk th i s dissonance was hard for the

students to accommodate.

Although there were a number of

similar perceptions held by both teacher and students, the
personal clash that arose between teacher and students
seemed to have more of an effect on the students' learning
and held more meaning for them than any similarities that
were noted.
Multicultural Dimensions Course
The Multicultural Dimensi ons Co ur se was the fifth
course in the sequence in th i s accelerated degree completion
program, and was t he last course analyzed for the purposes
of this research endeavor.

Following in the pattern of the

previous courses, this course a l so d ealt with relationships
between human beings, but d i d so on a much larger scale.
Where other courses focused specifically on individual and
interpersonal or smal l group i nte r actions, this course was
looking at the larger concept o f culture and its impact on
behavior.

Since culture is a very personal experience, it

could be considered as similar in intent to the other two
courses under investi gation .

The purpose of this course was

to gain an understanding of the impact culture has on human
behavior.

The specific objectives of the course can be

found in Appendix C.
Student Perceptions/Meanings
Since this was the fifth course in the sequence, the
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students were very familiar with the non-traditional
approach to learning and the modular format .

They were a l so

very familiar with the other students in the group because
they had been together in these five courses for at least
six months .

Because the students had now had four different

i nstructors including myself, it was diff i cult for them to
refrain from comparing the different classes and bringing up
issues that occurred in

another class .

They were also abl e

to comment and reflect on the changes that they had noted i n
the group as a whole and individuals within that group.

The

same pattern of analysis was used in l ooking at what this
course meant to the students and what s pecifica lly they
remembered from the course.

The student comments from the

final interview revealed those things that stood out to them
from this course, and these comments were grouped i n the
areas of course content or subject matter, the group
r elationships, i ndividual or personal issues, the teacher,
the learning context, learning, and change.
content.

Once again in the area of content very little

was mentioned about the specific subject matter that was
covered i n the course.

As in previous classes at l e ast half

of the class felt that the mate rial that was cove r ed was
already familiar to them, but that they were now covering it
more in-depth.

Or as Jessica explained, "It wasn' t like new

information, I mean, like my first time hearing it.

It was

just I never, you know, looked and found out information
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about i t and stuff,'' and Virginia added, ''Not that I didn't
know a lot of that stuff, but I focused on it a little bit
more ... it made me more aware of it and how different we all
are. "

The students listed different concepts tha t were

brought up in class and different activities that they
participated in.

On a more reflective level there were some

key concepts mainly involving an increased level of cultural
awa r eness that were mentioned.
Although the topics that the students remembered
cover ed a wide range, the key idea that most students
mentioned about the course was that it dea l t wi th
understandi ng different cultures .

Along wi th t his key

concept was the cultural simulation act ivi ty called Bafa
Bafa which at least ha l f of the class mentioned as being f un
a nd worthwhile.

Virginia commented,

At first I thought the game [Bafa Bafa ] was child i sh
and dumb , but as i t turned out we did get some l a ughs
out of it, in our group particularly . It was k i nd of
neat to have that experience and the feel of that
( being an outsider].
Ri chard also pointed out how much f un he had,
We did a little game [Bafa Bafa) that was very
interesting, and it made it fun . It was really fun,
because I was the head patriarch. I to l d the other
patriarch under me to throw that person out. I mean
you really got a sense of what the power and how you
could abuse power, at least I did from my perspective.
And then the person who got thrown out hadn't any idea
why. So, that was interesting . But then the person
like me going in with all the power, I'm going in and
visiting other places and trying to understand and t ry
to follow the rules that were going on i n there and
t hat was off. I was completely out of i t. A shock.
So, that was a n i nteresting ex ercise.
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This cul tural s i mu l at i on provided the students with the
experience o f t r y i ng to fit into another culture .

It

definitely reinforced the i dea of how d i ffer ent cultur es can
be, and a ided i n under standing how cultural assumptions from
one culture may not a pply in another.

Or as Harriet, s ummed

it up,
I liked the e xe rcise ( Bafa Bafa] that she d i d where she
grouped us into Al pha's and Beta's ... two different
cultures ... and then had us individual ly visit the
opposi te cul ture . Of course, we didn't know what that
culture was about. We could only roughly guess and o f
course that poi nt was very well taken a l so . Un l e s s you
know the ru l e s by which the other culture live s, you
can't really be part of it, and you can't c ommunicat e
with i t .
Aside f rom the ge neral concept of cultural d iffer ences
and the Baf a Baf a simulation, other topics and acti v i t i es
were mentioned.

Some o f the other top i cs that surf aced were

discrimination a nd sub- cult ures, as well as biases, s te r eo types and pre judices .

The difference in verbal a nd non-

verbal aspects of cul tur e was also mentioned.

Virg i n i a

pointed out, " I guess I paid more attenti on to words.

You

know when different cul tures are talking and what that means
to, you know, like Chi nese and Japanese, the words and
symbolic meanings.

Whether it be non-verbal or verbal ."

As expected in this particular group where there were a
number of black as well as Jewish women, Jewi sh and bla ck
issues came up in class along wi t h ethnocentricism and t he
recognition that there are different religions and d ifferent
values in cultures.

As Diane explained,
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When you start talking about culture, a lot of people
start bringing up the, the, the prejudices and the
b i ases . And I didn't. I feel sometimes that Shirl ey
feels like, because she keeps bringing up black issues,
keeps bringing up black women, the black man is
ignored, the black woman is ignored.
I n addition to this wide variety of topics, the two other
activities that left an i mpression on some of the students
were sharing their cultural backgrounds or roots with the
class and making presentations about other cultures .
Overall , the things that students focused on or had meaning
to them were those topi cs that either had personal interest
f or them or had involved them in some activity.
Aside from listing specific topics covered in this
course, a few students commented that they were noticing an
incr ease in cultural awareness .

As Richard pointed out,

One of the th i ngs that our company talked about, we
ta l ked about changing the company culture and that
culture meant the rules we used to go by. Written or
unwr i tten [ rules] were now changed to be this and some
of the unwritten ones were now more or less if they're
not wri tten down on like the Bill of Rights, they are
spoken here. So, they become rules that you're going
to follow. So, that was interesting. I never thought
of it quite like that. When you think of culture you
think nationalities or something. And here you're
actually talking about the rules of a particular place .
You even have a smal l mini-culture within your own
house.
So an increased awareness i n the importance of the unwritten
rules of culture was an obvious content issue that arose.
Amy realized that she had become more aware of the subcultures that exist in a dominant culture .

Her perception

was that "within white middle class people for example there
are several other cultures.

I mean mental illness alone is
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a culture and within this cul ture a r e many subcultures . "
Cul tura l awareness was also e mphasi zed by a class ass i gnment
interview a person from another culture.

However, many of

the students chose to focus on thei r own cul tur e .

Phy llis,

in particular, was surprised t h at more people didn't ask
about other cultures or try to learn more about other
cultures, but that they were more i nterested in their own.
As Phyllis recounted, when another s tudent asked her,
"Why didn't you do yours on your culture? I don't know
anything about the black r ace." I s aid, "Well,
Harriet, why didn't you?" because t he object o f the
thing was to interview peopl e. "You c oul d've
intervi ewed me." .... "why d idn't you i nterview me?"
Maybe it really wasn't that i mpor t ant to you. But it
made me kind of l i ke ... I a lmost f e l t ... maybe this i s
a r rogant or pompous, I a l most fel t like they weren't
worthy of knowing. That's how I f e l t. But when she
sai d ... I said, "Harri et, you jus t a sk. That was the
object of the whole th i ng t o find out about another
culture. But you showed your s were you being sel fish?"
I n l ooking at the stated objecti ves of this course, it i s
i nteresting that one student noticed how much others focused
on the i r own culture, instead o f d iffe r ent cultures.

If

this is truly the case for the r e st o f the c l ass, then the
i ncrease in awareness was limi t ed to one's own culture.
Aside from an increase in awareness about culture i n
general, the students did not focus on t he sub j ect matter as
being an important part of the i r l earning.

When they did

mention an activity, it was usually something that they were
personally involved in and had personal meaning for them.
The fact that most of the concepts or content presented in
this class was material that was a lready familiar to the
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students may have had an impact on why they did not find the
subject matter of the course particularl y meaningful .
Group Relationships.

AS with previ ous courses, the

students looked at the group as a whole and also their
i ndividual part i n the group .

Their comments focused mainly

on describing the characteristics of the group .

A f ew of

the students commented about how they fit i nto the group.
I t was interesting to note that unlike the other courses,
quite a few of the students were now aware of a nd were
analyzi ng more of the group ' s behavior.

For instance,

Phyllis commented that,
A lot of people don't care for Kathy which I don't
understand, but I don't say a nythi ng. I just kind of
list en and watch. Why don't they care fo r her? There
are people who don't. They th i nk she' s weird, and I'm
t rying to understand . . . . What is i t about her that
they don't like?
Or Amy mentioned that the group is "more interested in
grades than really doing it, and doing it wrong than not
doing i t.

Do you know what I mean?

They'd rather not do

i t, than do it wrong and be criticized."

Or Cindy summed it

up with "even though it's k i nd of a fa i rly small bunch of
people, peopl e were starting to sense some of their layers
too and you can really see where they're coming from ."
The students once again pointed out specific
characteristics that they noticed about the group .

In

general, the described characteristics were once again how
talkative the group was.

Evelyn described this by saying,

"You know our class is so enthusiastic about everything but
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I

she [ the teacher ] had the same problem as everybody else in
getting through what she had planned for the day, because
everybody talks so much ."

They also mentioned how cohesive

they had become in spite of their diversity .

Students also

c ommented on how comfortable they felt in sharing their
opinions and feelings with the group, and they recogn ized
that there was a h i gh level of trust .

Some of the s tudents

also felt that the group was very supportive of each other,
a nd really listened to what others were saying and were
accept i ng of others .

In fact one student felt so

comfortable with the group that she came out to the group
that she was gay.

To illustrate how supportive the group

was, Harriet said, " I 'm so proud of her.
really hard for her to do that."
seemed to really enjoy each other .

I'm s ure i t was

In general, this group
As Phyllis summed i t up,

I think what I 'm saying is that I th i nk all of them are
neat . They have all their th i ngs about them that I
like, and that at any time I would really want to hook
up with them or something .
The few negative comments that were made about the
group focused on a few i ndividuals or the down side to being
so talkative.

The downside to being so talkative was that

sometimes the group became unruly and could get out of
control at which time people were not listened to because so
many people were talking.

Or as Cindy explained,

Some t imes there's three people in class, you know,
tend to not .. seem to tal k quite a bit. And things can
get out of hand pretty fast. And there have been t imes
when you th i nk, "Well, I thi nk I only got three hours
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out of this class because the rest of the time was
lost in inane wanderings .''
Amy felt that some of the students in class were not
understanding the material, or as she put it,
our class is very destructive as far as education goes.
They get off the track, and Donna [the instructor]
because she doesn't know us very wel l had a very hard
time getting us back on track . I mean that's my
observation. I could be wrong. We have Kathy who
according to Cindy is from anothe r planet. She just
asks questions from like a week before or non-existent.
And then we have Diane who doesn't get it . You know
what I ' m talking about? We have Jessica who just .. !
don't know why she's there, and then we have Mary Ann
who wants the traditional classroom. It's not what I'm
used to and they'll just come up with things that just
have nothing to do with class.
Another student felt that a few students were not as openminded as they had expected.

Also on the negative side, one

or two of the students didn ' t feel like they fi t in and were
having to learn how to deal with the group.

As Kathy

described it,
I haven't fit before all the time. I'm getting better.
I think I'm better . I t is important that they accept
you even if you don't want to admit it, you feel better
if you're accepted. They accept me now, I think , as
much as I need to be accepted . I think they do. I'm
okay.
Even with a few individual negative comments, the perception
of the group as a whole was very positive, with people being
very supportive and friendly to each other.

It was

interesting to note that the students, even after almost six
months together, could still see this group as being very
comfortable and accepting of each other.

177

,,- - -

In gene ral, the react i on to the group's behavior was
much more analytical and refl ecti ve .

Most o f the students

seemed to be much more aware of speci fic group interacti ons
which they had not menti oned before.

More students could

also g i ve i nsights into the b ehavi or o f specific indivi dua l s
in the class with Kathy, i n parti cular, being hard for the
group to understand.
The f o l lowing are some examples of the various insights
the students had into both group and individual behaviors.
Focusing o n specific students, Cind y was convinced Kathy
must be a n a lien because, " s he 's just on such a different
wave length than anybody I 've ev er me t i n my life.
Kathy, I'll try to be mor e pati ent with her.
odd."

Poor

She is so

Anot her student sensed that the b l ack students i n the

group felt p icked on and that the g roup should be more
sensitive.

In addition, Di ane r ecognized that the way

people described thei r l earni ng revealed a lot about their
personality, and she observed that,
it's interesti ng the way that different people view
what they've studied. I've found that it says a lot
about the person themselves the way they describe what
they're learning .... like Harriet and Evelyn [who are
Jewish ] even though they were t alking religiously. I
f ound that they were talking in those terms of feeding.
They were talking about the foods, but not just the
idea of the foods, but a hunger, a need, a feeding.
Because they're a people of no land.
Not onl y did students have insights into individual
behaviors, but they also noticed some group behaviors as
well .

For example, Harriet poi nted out that th i s group had
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their own culture by saying that
it's a cohesive group. Of course, [that ) makes i t even
more fascinating because you can r eal ly watch everyone.
And the fact that it's a small group, and it's a l most
like a sorority, a club, a little club, a l i ttle
culture of our own.
Although this group was very supporti ve of each other,
Shirl ey realized that the trust they had built coul d be lost
by mi susing certain words, "Someone said the word, 'nigger'
i n c l ass .

And it wasn't the f i rst t i me it was said.

I

wondered if this person really knows by j ust saying this
word that you lose a lot of trust."

Over all these more

r eflective responses by more students suggested a growing
sense of awareness that was not evident i n previous courses.
The general impression that th i s gr oup still had of
i tself was that they were very cohes i ve a nd talkative almost
t o a f ault .

They genuinel y l iked each other and wanted to

he ar what others in the group thought and felt, and most
r e spected other students' rights to express themselves, even
though they might not agree.

The stude nts still fe l t

accepted by the group, even Kathy, and were very positive
toward the group as a whole.
Individual /Personal Issues .

I n this particular area,

students focused mainly on themselves as peopl e and gave
i ns i ghts into who they perceived themselves to be.

They

also speculated on how others saw them and how outside
f orces were impacting the i r learning.

When students talked

about personal i ssues, they often focused on things that
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were not directly related to class.

Often what occurred

outside the classroom had more of an impact on the students '
l earning than some of the things that occurred i n the
classroom.

Although comments in this area were mainly

descriptive in nature, students were also revealing more
insights about themselves and their wants and desires.
In offering descriptions of themselves, at l east ha l f
of the students described themselves in much the same way as
they had described the group as a whole.

They saw

themselves as caring, accepting, and giving i ndividual s, who
were adaptable and not prejudiced.

A couple o f the student s

a l so reinforced this concept of being accepti ng by a dd i ng
that they saw people as i ndividuals and valued the cultural
differences.

Diane and Virginia also focused on specific

characteristics that they saw in themselves.

On the one

ha nd, Diane described herself as a person who tended
to do two or three th ings at one time ... You know, I
realized another thing. It's that I function s l owly .
Not real slow, I mean, medium slowly. Like when I do
my work at work and stuff. Everybody's like, '"Diane,
hurry up. Do this . Diane, hurry." You know, hurry,
or when we're doing this one thing whatever. And I, I
said, "I am, I 'm getting it done." I real i ze my pace,
that's the word I want, my pace is slower than a lot of
people when they're in a hurry. But I realized it's
because my brain is so occupied, that there's not
enough energy to move my body faster . I'm hurrying,
but I'm hurrying, and I'm processing sixteen different
thi ngs in my head at the same t i me that I 'm just
functioning along in my walking pace or whatever I'm
doi ng.
On the other hand, Virginia described herself as liking
order a nd being upset by the many side conversations in
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class because she needed quiet and orde r, in order to learn.
She expl ained this with,
I go back to order a lot, because i t really bugs me
when everyth i ng gets real loud and peopl e are havi ng
i nd ividual conversations . You can't hear what' s going
on with the rest of the group. I miss a l ot that way
in my learning. I get frustrated because they won't
shut up.
Mary Ann expressed a similar reacti on with,
Donna wanted us to write t hese j ournals in class, and
i t was just pandemonium. Kathy and I could not
concentrate at all on wri t i ng these journals with al l
of this t alking a nd laugh ing goi ng on around us . So,
i t's just our particular learning style. I need quiet.
When I'm studying for a test, I stop my clock from
ticking. So to have this constant dist ract ion is rea l
di ff icult .
Since each of these students exhi b ited unique abil ities and
characteristics, i t was difficult to find a common thread in
their descriptions of thems elves .
In looki ng at how they were do i ng i n school, the
s tudents expressed a more confident outlook on their
abilities.

Finishing the program was now seen as a

poss ibil ity, and grades seemed to be less important t han
they had been in the third course on Effective Interpersonal
Re l ationships .
about the grade .

As Amy exp laine d , "You know, I don't care
I wou ld like to graduate from college, but

i t doesn't matter if I graduate with C's or A's."

And Cindy

summed up with,
when we got our grades the other day, and I thought,
you know, I ' m going the next step wi th the grades and
everythi ng now. Because I wanted ... ! d i dn't want it to
be hard, but I wanted i t to be where I was really
learning something . And Diane's always saying, "Well,
I get s traight A's, and I get a 4.0" .. . and, urn, you
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know, that wasn't that important to me . It was the
experience of it . In getting from A to B, more than
just being at A or B.
Even with this change in perception of grades, most of the
students were getting A' s or B's whi ch may explain why their
confidence in their abilities had increased, and they were
more inter est ed i n learn i ng for l earning's sake .

A few of

the s tudents commented that they liked hearing new things
about different cultures, and one student expressed some
d ifficulty in adjusting to the different teachers that
taught each course .

The most common comment regarding

school and which also reflected a positive view of their
abilities was t hat at least half of the class wanted more
s ubstance to what they were learning.

This came i n the form

of wanting more teacher input or preferring theory instead
of case studies.

As Amy said,

It 's frustrating for me because Donna knows so much
about multicultures, and she only had so much time to
share. I felt like I was paying for knowledge because
I can get it out of the book, and I couldn 't get her
knowledge. I couldn ' t get her knowledge on black
history. I couldn't get her knowledge on these
children who s he ' s teachi ng wi th l earni ng difficul t ies
who are coming out of t he ghetto, who can't learn
because they don ' t know how to l earn. She touched on
it. I wanted more !
It was inte resting that these students wanted a nd welcomed
more rigorous educationa l c hallenges.

Cindy beautifully

summed up this more confident outlook by saying tha t she was
now being taken seriously as a person of consequence.
I'm learning how to talk to peopl e. I ' m learning how
to be taken seriously . I ' ve seen myself serious l y and
my immediate family and the people that I knew well and
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were close to me took me seriously, but I never, urn,
presented myself to anybody else in a way that, you
know, urn, in a way, that I would be a person of
consequence.
It was evident from the students' comments that their
life outside the classroom did have an impact on their
learning.

Although there were some positive comments that

possibilities at work were opening up because of what they
were learning, most of the students found juggling school
and their personal life to be difficult.

Richard explained

that he was having a hard time focusi ng on school because he
was burned out, or as he described,
I was just inundated with going to school, going to
school, and I did that for so long that I think I'm
kind of like burned out. You know hitting the wall, as
they say. I don't know if that's really true or not,
although I am saying that I 'm having a real hard time
sometimes focusing on the projects and my readi ng. I 'm
not staying focused on it throughout. I 'm going and
doing what I have to do, but I'm not really, really
going at it and staying with it.
Some students expressed that it was hard to handle both
school and their job.

One possible explanation for this was

that these students for the most part tr ied very hard to put
a lot of t i me and effort into their studies.

On a more

personal side, two or three of the students had major
personal and family problems that were consuming an
inordinate amount of time, and this made it difficult to
focus on school.

Amy probably described this best when she

said,
The only reason I go to school is because they can't
find me there. I don't carry a beeper. I don't carry
a phone, and when I say to them I have my school work,
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t hey respect i t and give me the t ime to do i t. Goi ng
to the health club is not a good excuse . Going out t o
l unc h wi th my fri ends isn't a good e xc use . But they
a ccept the fact that I can go to school , by their
standa rds i t's okay .... There's only s o muc h I can
s tore ... Whether I ' m here and somebody' s pounding it
int o my head. I'm j ust here physical ly because I have
to be here physically , but mentally I ' m real l y not
here . I hear t hem t al k i ng ... ! knew it was r eally
int e r est i ng. I c ouldn ' t g et i t . I t ried and I
couldn 't get it because I wasn't t hin king about what
s he was s ay i ng. I was t hinki ng about wha t I had to do,
a nd you can't learn whe n you're not r eady . You know,
you can't just sit down a nd say "Oh, I 'm go i ng t o l earn
this today. " You have to make sure tha t there's enough
light, that there's q uiet, that you can c oncentrate,
and that you can get something out of i t. So, it ' s
r eally how you feel and if you're ready t o learn .
In ge neral, t he students expressed a pe rsonal desi re to do
well in school and that i t was di ffi c ult to handle both
their personal l ives, their jobs, and their schoo l work.
The students seemed t o be gain i ng i nsights i nto
themselves a nd their wants and des i res.

They were also

e xpressing a n i nc rease in their confidence and seemed to be
more rela xed a nd accepti ng of who they are .

For exampl e,

they were now definitely recognizi ng that learning was more
val uable than the grades t hat they were r eceiv i ng .

They

s eemed t o ha ve l ess of a need to prove the mselves .

They

liked be ing recognized for ha v ing the a bilit y to f ormul ate
responses a nd analyze be ha v ior , a nd they saw how what they
were lear n i ng could be d i r ect l y applied.

I n ge neral, they

were refle cting a nd noti c i ng more in class a nd in their
lives .

For example, although Evelyn was agains t prejudice,

she now recogni zed that she had stereotyped Joe, t he second
teacher, when she sai d,
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I keep thinking that by this time you should have grown
up enough to accept the things that are a little, that
aren't really part of your personality, but I haven't.
So I 'm aware of it. I' m pr etty much aware of my
r eactions, and I did have a very hard time with the one
instructor, and that was Joe. I kept thinking to
myself, " Is th i s a prejudice?" And I 'd think, "Yes,
i t's a prejudice on my part." I immediately typed him,
and I shouldn't do that. He seemed very much like a
redneck to me , a nd I thought this is t he one thi ng that
I'm really prejudiced against. And so I talked to
myself, and I thought, "You can' t do this." My whole
definition o f fighting prejudice is that you have to
get to know me before you can dis like me and I d i dn't
do that .
A few students pointed out that they really had a l ot i nside
that they didn 't let out .

In general, t h e students were

f eeling good about themselves and what they were learning.
Their wants and desires centered arou nd the idea that
they were hungry for more information and more learning.
Almost half of the students expressed a desire to be
challenged more and to learn new things i n-depth.

Some of

the other s tudent s felt that they should have brought up
more of the i ssues that they r eally wanted to discuss .

For

Amy , she "would have liked to have s hared that with our
class, but there are too many issues - old people, young
people, gay people.

There's j ust not enough t ime to get all

this out, to r eally make people aware of that."

Kathy

shared similar feelings when she said, "I can't go i n there
and say, feel sorry for mysel f because certain things aren't
discussed .

I have to figur e out how to bring them up."

Richard also expr essed a desire to have more males in the
class "just to s hare a male perspective of things besides my
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own ."

~11

of these statements revealed a desire to gain

more knowledge and a strong desire to learn.
Teacher.

The s tudents had a very enthusiastic response

to this teacher .

Of the three teachers in this study, this

teacher was the one that was well liked and admired as being
the best teacher they had had so far .

Their comments ranged

from descriptions of the teacher as a person, to comments on
h e r teaching style, a nd then the group ' s reaction to her.
Since the class had such a positive reaction to this
teacher, even their negati ve comments were more along the
lines of wishing that they had had more time with her or
wanting to hear more about her own experiences from her
c ultural perspective.
In describing this teacher as a person, the class as a
whole thought she was a great, wonderful, excellent teacher,
who had the ability to relate well to all the students .
Evelyn was particularly i mpressed that "she knew everybody's
name right away and worked very hard at amplifying
everything that was said, and I just thought she did a
tremendous job with i t."

Physically, they described her as

poised, confident and beautiful.

Cindy probably summed it

up best when she said,
~nd then Donna [the teacher ].
The first night that I
walked into class I thought, "Wow, look at this woman .
She is great. She is beautiful. She is older than I
am maybe. She has such poise and such confidence."

Her personal attributes were according to Kathy that "she
was open, accepting, nice, and warm," as well as being
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enthusiastic and animated.

The students seemed to

appreciate the fact that she was a good listener and was
able to share her own experi ences, and wasn't prejudiced.
Intellectually, she was seen as thoughtful, very sharp and
able to challenge the students.

Virginia summed this up by

saying,
I like Donna. I thought she was just excellent. She
has, as I mentioned, I thought she was highly
intelligent . She's very verbal. She has experience in
her teaching that she brought to the classroom. Being
black was not an obstacle to her to talk about any of
the d ifferent things that we d id get i nto . I thought
she handled herself very wel l and very non-prejudicial.
I liked her a lot.
As Virginia pointed out, the fact that this teacher was
African American either had no effect on the students or
they saw it as adding insights to the class .

Or as Amy

expressed it, "Donna touched on how bad it is to be black.
I believed her, but I look at this beautiful, upscale woman,
and I don't notice she's black . "

And Harriet added, "She

did bring a great deal of her ethnic background into the
class and pointed out several things that I had no knowledge
of."

overall, the students saw this teache.r as being very

effective.
As far as her teaching, the students found this teacher
to be very knowledgeable and able to control or at least
direct the discussion and learning in class.

The positive

comments in this area ranged from the fact that she did her
job and was well organized to that she gets people to think
and is able to expand on students ideas.
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Along with being

r

very knowledgeable on this topic, the students felt that
this teacher had a lot to share, but there wasn't enough
time.

A few students felt that she had a lot of respect for

the students and that she was learn i ng along with the
students.

Richard summed it up with,

She was very knowledgeable, and, you know, I really
believe that she tried to keep us focused pretty much .
She really got us back on track, and I think the way
that she handled it . You know, when there was side
conversations going on or somebody was speaking out of
turn, she had a gentle way of handling that . You know,
a firm way of handling i t, but also a respectful way of
handling it, maybe more so than firm.
According to the students, if this teacher did not know the
answer to a student 's question, she would find the answer
and tell the student later.

As Kathy commented, "Of course,

she ' s been trained to teach.

You could sort of see her

going through how to teach, and s he had all the ... Init ially
I noticed this, she used all the principles of teaching ."
Not only did the students fee l that this teacher had a great
deal of respect for them, but they had a great deal of
respect for her .
In general, the class reacted to this teacher very
positively .

They really liked and enjoyed her as a person

and found her to be an excellent instructor.

Cindy even saw

her as a role model and wanted to emulate her wonderful
qualities.

She explained, " I know that it has been very

difficult for her to get to where she is.
gotten there.

But she has

And if she can do it and look good, and look

great, why can't I do it too?"
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Context .

After six months in the program and five

different courses with four different instructors, the
students were fairly well adjusted to the non-traditional
approach to learning.

There were still a couple of students

who would have preferred a more traditional approach.

I

found out later tha t one of them, Mary Ann, was enrolled in
traditional classes during the day and then taking this nontraditional approach at night.

This transition between the

two approaches to learning was difficult for her, and it
actually took her until half way through the program to
recognize the value of the non-traditional approach.

As

Mary Ann explained,
While I was in this program at National, I was also
taking the traditional classes . So, when you compare
and contrast the two, I was finding it much easier to
sit in a small class that was more controlled, then to
shift to that in the evening with a te rribly different
age group. I t was a big difference.
Aside from a couple of students, the majority of the
students had a very positive reaction t o the non-traditional
format, and were surprised that they were learning because
''it's fun" (Richard), and they weren't afraid of failing.
As Harriet explained ,
Because of the way that I have been able to handle
this , with a great deal of ease, it ' s just fit into my
lifestyle, and it's a doable thing. It doesn't
frighten me. The more structured classes I think would
prevent me from going after a Master's, [because of a]
fear of failure. That's straight out. Fear of
failure. Fear that I wouldn't be able to do it.
The comments in this area mainly focused on those
things that they did and did not like about the non189

traditional approach.

The main thing that the students

liked was the way the material was presented to them.

They

liked the use of hands-on activities, videos and class
discussions.

In addition, they liked the focus on

independent study, on writing and on learning with no tests.
Harriet expressed her appreciation for the non-traditional
approach by saying,
There are no tests. The papers come easily to me . The
class activities. It's like instant knowledge. It
really is and so much of it I know. And I just don't
have the buzz word, and I know it, but I didn't know I
knew it kind of thing.
They also liked the student input and the semi na r style
seating arrangement that encouraged more participation.
cindy said, " I like the seating arrangement.
able to see everyone."

As

r like being

They even liked the sequence of the

courses which seemed to make sense to them.

Overall, they

really appreciated the non-traditional approach to learning
and found it fun.
On the negative side, some of the students fe l t that
there was not enough time to cover all the materi al that
they wanted to, and at times the speed at which they were
covering material made it hard to keep up.

A few

individuals who were more traditionally oriented didn't like
meeting in a hotel because it wasn't a "school".

Cindy

explained that, "I think what would improve the class is if
we weren't at the Hilton .... ! just guess it would feel more
like school, if I was at a school and not at a hotel."
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Amy

felt that more emphasis should be placed on the text for the
class .

She observed that,

No one's reading the book because in these classes no
one relates to the book. And you get things from
books, maybe not everything, but one or two things.
Most of them just really don't have time to do the
papers and read or maybe they just don't want to read
it, because they're not being tested on it. I mean I
don't read word for word, but I do read it. And maybe
I don't remember everything I read, but if I 'm paying
this kind of money there must be a reason the book was
assigned and not just the work sheets. Well, I would
like to see in this program, not for us, but for other
classes coming through just a little "What did you get
out of Chapter Seven?" or "How did you feel about this
person who went to a foreign country and was on time
and the people were never ready when he was ready and
they weren' t in touch with their feelings?" That kind
of thing.
A couple of the students who had difficultly writing
expressed a dislike for all the writing that was required .
Because this program focused heavily on group participation
and learning from the experiences of others in the class,
some of the students didn't feel they were learning anything
from the others in class.

Amy was particularly frustrated

by this,
I 'm not learning from most of my classmates, and I
think that's part of the program too, that we share and
we learn from one another. But if they don't do the
research, and they don't do the hard work, then I'm
being cheated from them.
As Cindy mentioned before, she thought that some of the
discussions seemed to wander and not contribute to the
course content.

However, the students seemed to be more

comfortabl e with this style of learning and were finding
that learning could be fun .

Even the negative comments
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about the context were more individual idiosyncrasies
instead of major issues that all of the students did not
like.

In general, the non-traditional approach appealed t o

most of the students .
Learning .

When the students discussed learning, their

comments seemed to fall into four general categories.

These

categories included; what the student had learned about
themsel ves , what they had learned from this particular
course, what they fel t was most i mportan t to their l e arning,
and finally, observations and insights into learning in
general.

It was in discussing learning t hat some of the

students' greatest i nsights occurred as is revealed below .
Th e s tudents generated a variety of viewpoints about
the ir own learning.

Some of them f ocused on specific skills

that they had l earned.

For example, Cindy e xplained that

she is
organizing thoughts and expressing them outwardly
instead of just being satisfied wi th knowing the answer
i nside without it being available to other people.
It ' s not much e asier. I mean it's still very difficult
for me to do that, but I am able to do it .
Amy found that they were learning t o write in d ifferent
styles, and t hat "there are different writing styles .

When

you wri t e for psychology, and it's someone's idea , but it's
not quoted exact l y, you have to document i t or it 's
plagiarizing .''

Another s tuden t was learni ng to r eally

listen t o and hear people .

Other students commented on

learning about how they learn.
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Amy commented that she was

I

learning about her own learning style,
I also noticed that my learning style isn't because my
mother said I was stupid or I wasn't paying attention,
but that I have to watch someone do something before I
can do it. I can't just read instructions. It doesn't
make me stupid, it just makes my learning style a
little bit different. Like I can picture a dozen
oranges, and someone takes away two oranges what they
look like and then I get ten. However, I can 't picture
10 and taking away 2 . It 's just like two abstracts and
getting another abstract. So I learned that, while I
was growing up, the way that they were teaching me
might have been okay for most of the people in my class
but not for me.
Other students found that their learning style was to absorb
by watching and then analyzing.

Knowledge and understanding

of personality types was important to the learning of still
other students.

They were also learning that it was

difficult to put into practice what they had learned.

Agai n

Amy pointed out,
Somet i mes I'm able to use them, and other times I'm too
close to a situation, and I can't use them. Basically,
the one most important thing is that not everyone
th i nks the same way I do. That's very important. That
was a very important thing to learn. Everyone's
perception of a situation is different. Personality
types was very important .
Other comments ranged from a student who found that learning
to work in a group was challenging to two students who found
that they had learned a lot about themselves as it related
to culture.

In general, as students were exposed to the

subject matter of this course, they were finding that they
were learning a great deal about themselves in the process.
It is interesting that the things the students felt
they learned from the course were different from what they
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considered to be the course content or subject matter .

Most

of the comments in this area focused more on the student's
personal interactions and insights than on the materi al that
was presented in the course.

One perception that was

mentioned by some students was the similarities between
cultures.

Harriet pointed this out when she said,

I found that I had more i n common with her, that our
s imilarities were greater than our differences, and I
found that to be very interesting . I found that about
a lot of cultures that we talked about, that even
though al l the c u l tures are very dif f erent, the
similari t i es are greater. The fam ily ties, the
relationships, the respect, the authoritarian figures,
the gui dance, and all those things even though the
cultures are d ifferent, those th i ngs are the same
wi th i n the cul tu r es.
Although some students came away wi th the perception that
everyone is basically the same, mos t of the students
r ecognized that people were d ifferent and that that
difference was positive.

Diane f ound t hat i t "made me more

aware of how different we al l are.

J ust the fact that we

[in the group] all came from such diverse backgrounds."
They lear ned to keep an open mind about people of different
cultures and realized that i t was up to the individual to
i ncrease their own cultural awareness.

Phyllis agreed with

a comment that Richard made i n class regarding this .
Richard said something once. I remember h i m sayi ng,
'' the bottom line is it's up to each individual to find
out about other people's cultures, and if they really
truly want to know then they will . I t's each
ind ividual's r esponsibility.'' I agree.
This openness to others also a llowed for some students to
see and appreciate the layers and experiences that other
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members of the class had.

In general, they were learning

more to l erance and understanding of behavior.
The specific learning that was ident ified ranged from
learning about either the Jewish or black cultures to deep
insights i nto cul ture in the broader sense.

A few of the

s tudents l earned the i mportant cultural concept that cul ture
is based on unwritten r u l es o f behavior.

Richard said,

One of the key things that ' s very, very important in
that class is that you realized that there were
unwritten rules of behavior. I me a n you may not have
realized i t in class, but you definitely realized it
through your company that there were unwritten rules .
People just sort o f behaved in certain ways and nobody
said why.
They also learned that language had many meanings a nd that
often it was not what you said but how you said it that
communicated so much .

Virginia realized this when she said,

I guess I paid more att ention to words. You know, when
different cul tures are talking and what that means to,
you know, like Chinese or Japanese, the words a nd
symbolic meanings. Whether it be non-verbal or verbal .
That was kind of, not that I didn't know a lot of that
s tuff , but a lot of i t came. I focused on it a little
bit more.
Overall the students seemed to be expressing a much deeper
appreciation for culture and were recognizing the powerful
impact that culture had on behavior.
Aside from learning about themselves and about culture,
th e students also commented on learning in general and what
th i ngs were important to their learning.

When asked what

was most i mportant to their learning, half of the students
chose the teacher, whi l e the rest seemed to be evenly
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divided between themselves, the content and the other
s tudents.
The comments about the teacher ' s i nf l uence on learning
wer e intriguing .

Some students, like cindy, saw the teacher

as a rol e model which enhanced their l earning or provided a
model for how to learn a particular sub j ect, while others
pointed out that the type of teach er had a s trong i mpact on
thei r learning .

In general, t he students felt that a warm

or tough teacher tended to get the most out of s tuden t s, but
that a bad e xperience with or d islike for a teacher actually
stopped l earning.

In a negative experi ence with a teacher,

the student seemed to only remember the negative experience
and not the content of the course.

They also felt t hat

different teaching styles had d ifferent effect s on learning,
and that the teacher was important t o bringing out insights
into the material.

Diane probably summed this up best by

saying ,
It 's funny because the warmest and friendliest and
inviting teachers that I have had have pull ed excellent
grades out of me. And the t oughest, sternest teachers
I ' ve had have pulled good grades out of me. The
mediocre ones have gotten med i ocre work. The ones t ha t
some people like, some people don't. You know, th e
ones that cause a l ot o f eithe r, a lot o f cari ng or a
lot of animosity .... Because no two people are supposed
to be alike in t heir thinking, so, I can just
appreciate the d ifference and go on f rom t ha t. So, and
the, as far as like teachers, okay, f or t eachers , they
bring their teaching methods each d ifferent to t he
class, and it's goi ng to affect each of the stud ent s
differentl y. However they perceive the different
personali ties of the teacher and t he teaching methods.
And some will absorb better in one t ype of situati on,
and some will absorb better wi th anothe r t eache r.
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But most importantly, the students felt that the teacher
needed to be i n touch with the students .
Not only did the teache r have an i mpact on l earning,
but the student as a learner was also perceived as
impor tant.

When asked what was most importa nt to her

learning, Shirley responded with "Myself as a learner,
without a dou bt .

What I might fil ter i n a n d what I take

back with me, I think about."

Other students who fel t t he

self was i mportant to learning felt similarly t h at it was
the interaction and reflection on the material that was
important to learning.

As Cindy explained, " I n deciding

what you want to get from the c lass, you can get a l o t or
you can get not very much, and I think we are all getting
something diffe r ent from it."

Other students shared this

feeling that it was up to the individual to learn .

They

also felt as Diane did, ''that in order to rea lly grow inside
that you ' ve got to, to put yourself into it, besides just
being there."
Those students who chose cont ent or subject matter as
being the most important to learning pointed out t hat the
material "has to be interesting" (Jessica) f or them to learn
it.

Diane suggested that putting th e content into a movie

format would h e lp her learn , and others pointed out that it
was hard for them to learn th ings t hat were not interesting
to them or that did not app l y to their lives.
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Other students felt that the other students in the
class wer e important t o their learning because they provided
different p ersp ectives that were valuable.

However,

a l though group interaction was seen as important, the group
could have e i ther a positive or negative infl uence on
learn ing .

I n cases where the group went off on a tangent,

students saw this as detrimental to their learning.

When

the other students brought in diff e r ent perspectives, this
was seen as an asset to their l ear ning .

Shirley felt that

t here was a key concept " for that class and a lot of people
missed th is .

I wou l dn't say a lot , a few missed it .

And I

th ink that when you miss something as important as t h at, you
miss the message that the class was supposed to make."
Some of the students felt that a combination of factors
were important.

Cindy d escribed this best by saying, " It

would probabl y have t o be a combination of the students , and
the way the mate ria l is arranged, and the presentation o f
th e mate ria l . ''

Diane also f e l t t h is way and said, ''You

can't ta ke out t he .. t hey 're four p ieces of the p ie .
can't t ake out one and still have a whole."

You

So for some

students i t was difficult to separate out one specific area,
because they felt that the individua l , the teacher, th e
content, and t h e group were all inte rtwi ned and i mportant to
learning .
In looking at what was i mportant to the ir l ea rning, the
students a ls o gave insights into wha t th ings contributed to
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t heir success i n school .

Wh en asked what t hey fel t t he i r

s uccess i n school was based on, the y c a me up wi t h t hree key
compone nts.
school.

Fir s t , t he s tud e nt had t o want t o s ucceed in

Second , t he student nee de d family or outside

s upport in or der to s ucceed in school, a nd fi nally, t he
t eacher as a r o l e mod e l o f successful l e arn i ng was neede d
for success in school .

Cindy summed i t up by saying,

I th ink jus t th e fac t t h a t, one, that I have wanted to
do this for so long and I just decided to do it, and
I' m receiving so much support [from) my family, t he
assist a nt I work wit h, t he doctors I work with, a nd the
other peopl e i n the radi o l ogy departme nt, a nd then
Donna [the teacher).
From all o f these comment s on what was important to learn i ng
and what hel ped t hem succeed in s c hool, I saw that what was
really i mportant to the student was the personal
relationsh ip t ha t t h e student had i n the classroom with t he
teacher, and the ot her stude nts, more so than with the
material.
There were many other i ns i ghts t hat the students had
into their l ea r ning .

The comment t hat most of the students

made was that they realize d that life int ervenes and can
i nterfere with learning, as Amy and Richard alluded t o
earl i er.

They were also becoming more focused on the actual

learn i ng that had persona l meaning for them, and were
realizi ng that l e arni ng wa s more i mport an t t han grades.
Another example that students wer e t aking their learning
seri ous l y was tha t they we r e begi nn i ng to real i ze not onl y
the importa nce o f learn i ng to their own personal live s but
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that learning never stopped and was t ru ly life long.

or as

Virg i n ia descr ibed it, ''Now, that to me is what i t's all
about, you know.

Not saying, ' Oh, I know everything.

77 , and I know ever ything .'

I' m

Because I don't thi nk we ever

do."
Change .

The one area that showed some dramatic

comments and res ul t s was in the area of change.

Since this

was the last course to be examined f or t h is research, i t was
expected that the s tudents would notice that they had
c hanged over t he course of the six months that they had been
s tudyi ng together .

Students rea lly did notice a change

especially in themselves .

They also noticed a change in the

group as a who l e, and some of the students also commented on
some of the changes that they noticed in i ndividual
c lassma tes .
The t wo key changes t hat t he majori t y of the students
noticed in themse l ves were an increase in self-confidence
a nd a greater awareness of human behavior .

The issue of

self-confidence was explained and described in a variety of
ways .

As Cindy expl ained earlie r, she felt that she was

getting her own voice, that her thinking was c l earer , a nd
that she was more confid ent in expr essing he rself as a
result o f this experience.

Kat hy was becoming more self-

confident by recognizing tha t everyone didn't have to love
her.

Some people felt that they were becomi ng better,

stronger peopl e, and tha t t hey had a goal and purpose in
200

life .

As Evelyn point ed out,
I th i nk i t 's a ma tter of finding my way in life right
now , and I t h ink when I came i n I really didn't know
where I was in relation to other people . And I'm more
relaxed about j u s t being myself, wherever I fit is
fi ne.
Whe n the stude nts comment ed on a greater awareness of

huma n behavi or, a lot of the c omments focused on their own
behavior.

They recognized that they were becoming more

tolerant and accepting of themselves and others, and that
their thinking was becoming broader and more reflective, and
that thei r hor i zons were expand i ng .

Or as Diane put it,

"Then as you go back to school you realize, 'Hey, look, I am
l ooking at this differently,' which causes you to evaluate
the fact that you are l ooking at everything d ifferent ly . "
In general, t hey were learning a l ot and as a result
becoming more self-confident and definitely more aware and
reflective in their behavior and outlook on life .
Students also noticed a change in the group.

Al t hough

this group was very cohesive to begin with, the students
noticed that they had become even more comfortable with each
other.

They seemed to be getting stronger and their

re l ationships with one another seemed to be getting deeper
or as a f ew of the students point ed out they were becoming
more of a group .

To them, this meant having more trust,

bei ng more relaxed, and being more accepting and less
judgmental .

In genera l , there seemed to be a deeper
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cohesion and greater appr e c iati on f or t he others in the
group .
Possibl y most i nterest ing was that students noticed
changes i n the i r fellow classma t es .

The two students who

were percei ved as having c hanged the most were cindy a nd
Jess i ca.

Both of these students were seen as ope ning up

more a nd sharing more wi th the group .

In Cindy's case, they

recognized that she was truly b l ossoming and becoming more
self-confident in the group.

Diane saw that ,

Cindy has come out of herself a lot. Now it might be
just t hat her comfort level around us has increased;
and so she, when she's comfortable wit h somebody, she
is l ess introverted. But remember at the beginning,
she was saying how introvert ed she was. Well, I find
her not to be very introverted any more .
Shirl ey saw a s i mi l ar change in Cindy, and comment ed with,
Cindy has changed. Boy, has she come out of her shell.
It ' s l ike a metamorphosis here . Oh, my gosh! Not at
all like the person I thought she . .. I always knew she
was a very kind he art, but she also has a joking side
to her that nobody knows about.
The other person who was me ntioned a t least by t hree people
was Richard, t he only male i n the class.

They recognized

that he was being accepted more and that he was becoming
more sensitive to the i ssues presented in class .

He was

a l so l oosening up and seemed to like hi mself better.

Diane

again offered her opinion,
I fel t a lot of people picked on Richard at first
becau se he was the boy in the class, and the male
opinion listener. But as they ' re l e arn ing , he's very
sensit ive t o ot her people ' s needs, especially sensit ive
t o women .
The ot her students that were mentioned on ly briefly seemed
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to be mellowing.

Evelyn was described as being softer with

more insights, while Virginia was not as angry, and Diane,
the most talkative member, was becoming quieter.

Cindy

summed this up by saying,
Evelyn has changed. She's a little softer than she
was. Her remarks are very thoughtful and very well
thought out before she says them, and they seem to
.. they have a lot of impact too. I don't think
Virginia 's quite as angry as she was at first.
Overall the sense that

I

got from these comments was that

students were becoming more self-confident and as a result
were relaxing and becoming more the people that they wanted
to be.
Summary .

Of the areas that were mentioned above, the

ones that received the most attention were in learning and
change.

Once again the specific content or subject matter

of the course seemed to hold l ess interest for the students,
but in contrast what they personally got out of the course
and what they were learning overall were very important to
them.

Since this was the fifth class, it would be expected

that there would be fewer comments about the group and about
themselves .

What seemed to be more important were the

changes that the students observed in both of these areas .
The s tudents' general r eaction to the teacher was very
positive and received a number of comments.

As stated

previously, the student s seemed to focus more on the
personal relationship that they had with the teacher, the
other students, a nd with what they were learning.
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Teacher C Perceptions/Meanings
Description of Teacher.

When first introduced to this

th ird teacher, Donna, the students and I were impressed by
her poise and sel f-conf i dence.

Even the way she walked into

a room with fluid, graceful, purposeful movements attested
to her conf i dence l evel.

She was very articulate with a

well-modulated voice, and it was not surprising to learn
that she had been an actress.

Part of her self-assurance

could have stemmed from her being a very capable AfricanAmerican woman in her f orties .
with two children in college.

She was also a single parent
In addition, Donna was a

strikingly attractive woman and coupled with her poise drew
people's attention to her.
To Donna, learning and teaching have been strong
elements that have run as a constant thread throughout her
life.

She explained that she a l ways loved learning and came

f rom a whole family of good students.
I've always liked school first of all, and I've
always thought that learning was fun .... I always
had such a positive experience with i t. I thought
that everybody had a positive experience with
it .... and in my family eyerybody had positive
experiences. We were all good students. All of
us were very good in schools. (In terview #1)
I t was just this love of learning and good teachers who
"made l earning fun" (Interview #1), tha t served as the
i mpetus for Donna's desire to become a teacher.
She re l ated a story about a particularly inspirational
teacher who really had an impact on Donna's decision to
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become a teacher and who also served as a role mode l for
excellent teaching.

As Donna told it,

in high school one summer . .. ! had this teacher. I
can't think of her name now, but I can see her
face. She, kind of, was one of those 1930's,
'40's, people who was always pulling her hair
back. But she ... was just very graceful . But she
made history so exciting .... It was a six week or
eight week session over the summer, and we were
with her all the time. I guess you could look at
it like prison, but I didn't look at it that way.
We were there .. from 8 to 12 every day, and so
she ... tried to think of all the ways that it could
be exci t i ng, and it was. We had music. We did
shows from the era .... the assignments were multidimensional . I t wasn't just academic stuff.
There was music . There was poetry. There were
readings. We would have dramatic interplays that
we'd present as we were acting out Theodore
Roosevelt doing something or the Cuban conflict or
Hirsch or whatever. As we approached the ' 40's,
what the music was like, what the people were
like, what the h istory was like . So I just, you
know, that just he l ped. So when I started, I
think I was going into my senior year then, so
when I graduated from high school and was thinking
about what I might do, I thought about teaching
history. (Interview #1)
From that dramatic experience where learning was so much
fun, Donna decided to go into teaching.

Right after high

school, she pursued a Bachelo r of Science in Education with
a major in History and doubl e minors in Political Science
and Speech.
Education .

She had just finished a Master of Arts in
Although her current job was working with

mothers and pre-schoolers in the Even Start grant program
through the school d istr ict, she still saw herself as an
educator .

It was j ust this l ove of learning that permeated

her perceptions of what the ro le of a teacher was and her
perception of her students.
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Perception of the Teacher.

Since Donna had always

loved school and learning, most of her comments about the
teaching/learning situation focused on the role of the
teacher in general and her specific role in the classroom.
It was very difficult to separate her general view of
teaching from her specific role since she was constantly
striving to be the best teacher she could be.

Because she

had just recently completed a Master of Arts in Education,
i t was also possible that her analysis of this role was more
specific than the other two teachers because it was fresh on
her mind.

It was obvious that Donna had put a lot of

thought into what good teaching was, and she recognized that
teachers can have a very dramatic effect on the behavior of
their students.
To Donna, the role of the teacher was an awesome
responsibility and not something t o be taken lightly.
According to Donna, this responsibility involved three key
elements.

First, a teacher needed to make learning fun.

Second, a teacher needed to believe in and value students,
and third, a teacher needed to be a role model for how to go
about learning.

Although Donna recognized that a teacher

did much more than this, these three areas were the guiding
principles on which Donna focused her own teaching .

Keep ing

these three things in mind, Donna f e l t that a teacher could
have a profound impact on students.

20 6

To Donna, making learn ing fun meant approaching
learning from a variety of angles, because " there are a
variety of ways that people learn" ( Interview #1).

She

talked of educating the who l e person and integra t ing
learning.

To Donna that meant bringing to the classroom a

variety of experiences similar to her summer schoo l h istory
teacher, or as Donna put it,
while there are intellectua l and academic things,
in order for you to be a whole person, you must
have other things that you do. You should have
physical things that you do, and you should also
have art things tha t you do . And I think that all
those make up a person . (Inter view #l)
In order t o accomplish this education o f the whole person,
Donna believed in individualizing instruction (Interview #l)
and bringing in a wealth of information from books , articles
and the media to enhance each indivi dual student' s learning .
She also believed in the Socratic method as well as in
hands- on activities or learning by doing, so the format of
t his program with a number of simulations and sma ll group
discussions fit her view of education ver y wel l .
Possibly th e most important belief that Donna held
about teachi ng was that teachers should believe i n and val ue
their students .

As Donna vehemently put i t , " I am very

crit ical of all i nstructors who do not value their students''
(Interview #3)

To her,

everybody is valuable and if you get in front of
someone, and you're supposed to be the instructor,
then you have to know tha t. And you have to value
that person's abilities and their gifts because at
each age people have a gift and so ... it's always a
207

reaffirmation that you ' re a thinking, intelligent,
and sensitive person. (Interview #3)
According to Donna, teachers should also believe in the i r
students and recognize their pot ential.

To accompl ish th i s,

Donna advocated honesty, and pointed out that students
like honesty . They like bluntness when they know that
you're for them. You can say anything to them if i t's
true and they will acce pt it . But t hey can tell when
you're not genuine. They can see through you very
fast . (Interview #1)
The joy of teaching f or Donna stemmed from the satisfaction
she derived from watching her students grow and develop.
Or as Donna stated, "I think that teaching is an opportunity
to be a support system, be an aid to helping people reach
all the different levels o f their potential" (Interview #1).
The excitement and joy of teaching for Donna was "to see
them grow as human beings and to be a catalyst for that
because you're not really, I mean, it's i nside of them
already but to show what's there" (Interview #1) .
Since encouraging growth in her students was important
to Donna, it was easy to see that one way she accomplished
this was by serving as a role- mode l for h er students .

Being

a role mode l involved showing the students through her own
behavior how t o go about learni ng about a topic .

One

specific th i ng that she ro l e modeled was to bring in
articles or information from outside of class and the
assigned readings and t hen int egrate that into the class
discussion.

"Because you role model that behavior then they
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will bring in readings and articles and they'll start to do
that too" (Interview 1/3).
Besides role modeling behavior, Donna also felt that
teachers should role model some of their beliefs about
learning.

As Donna explained the ro le of a teacher,

As an instructor besides being an actor and a
politician and a, you know, a conflict resolution
person, you also role model your beliefs in something
that you think will be a positive l earning experi ence
for the people that you're sitting in front of.
(Interview #3)
Donna served as a excellent role mode l o f a teacher who
valued her students and saw learning as a f un way to grow.
Donna's view of her own role as a teacher centered on
her students.

She saw herself as a cheerl eader who was

there to encourage her students to grow.

She also respected

and valued her students and their input into the learning
process, and with this in mind she had adapted her styl e of
teaching to incorporate student needs a nd wants.

Overall

Donna conveyed a sense of confidence in her ability to teach
and reach students.
Donna was definitely confident in her teaching
abilities.

This was particularly evident when students

tried to warn her that they were a class that at least one
teacher could not handle .

Donna's reaction to this was

"even though they had said these things about the other
person, I wasn't really worried about that because I knew
that that wouldn't happen i n my class'' (Interview #3).

In

fact, she was so confident in he r abili t ies to handle the
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class that she thought that "it's good that they have
experiences with other people" (Interview #3), because
that's the way the world is .

She also explai ned that her

confidence stemmed from the fact that she believed in not
only herself, but what she was teaching and in the ability
of her students.

Or as she put it, "I knew that I believed

in t he material, I believed in the students, and I believed
that between the three other situations, the students, the
material, and myself, t hat we would have a good experience"
(Interview #3).

Aside from her confidence in her own

abilities, it was evident t hat she believed in the abili t y
of her s tudents to grow and learn.
Donna had a strong belief that all her students could
learn, which was why she saw herself as a cheerleader .
I can see the good in everybody, and I can see the
things that t hey have t o contribute, and I can also
very honestly see those things that they need to work
on, because I think that's also a part of growth.
(Interview #1)
Her belief that a ll students could learn was substantiated
by a new educational theory that she referred to which was
contrary to the bell shaped curve.

As she explained,

It's just called t he "J" philosophy and it talks about
everybody being able to learn, and I think that
everyone is capabl e of learning , and I feel, I feel
very good as a person who can be a catalyst for people
to learn . (Interview #1)
This idea t hat she was a catalyst for learning and didn't
just feed information t o the students was an idea that she
kept referr ing to throughout the interviews.
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In order to get al l of her studen ts t o learn , Donna
employed a variety of different techniques.

First of all ,

because she saw her students as i nd i viduals with a lot to
contribute, she tried to individuali ze and personalize her
teaching .

"I just see them as people who are individuals

wi t h t hi n gs to con tribute tha t are unique to them "
(Interview Ill).

She "tried to make it very personali zed and

very individualized for t hose peopl e " (Interview #1).

She

d i d this by asking the students "What do you think that
you'd like out of this class?'' (Interview #3)

Once they had

expressed their desires, Donn a t ried to incorporate that
into each class.

When she couldn't, she would bring in

specific information for individual student s on t opi cs t hat
were of interest to them.

As she said,

Because their thoughts and the i r wishes and their
desires and things that they feel are important
are worked into the class situations , and then
that next week, I make notes, because a lot of
times when I'm talking, I think, "Well, I have a
good book on that. Oh, I have a movie on that
too . I think I'll bring that next week." And I
may bring in videos or, you k n ow, or say, "No, I
don't have th i s video. They have i t at the
library . This is wh ere you go a n d find it or
whatever." (Interview #3)
Another thing that Donna felt was important to getting
her students to learn was to b e honest with them.
always have to be very honest with people.

"You

But you have to

be honest where they are, in terms of their own growth"
(Interview Ill).

She also felt that listening and relating

to people helped in perso nalizing her instruction.
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It helps you to really relate to the people that
you .. that you're working with. So then of course,
I strive to know more, so that I can do that. And
then I also try to listen, because it's very
important to listen to people in a variety of
ways. Of course through the verbal things that
they say, but their body language, and, you know,
all the other kinds of thi ngs that are happening
with them . So I'm trying to do that.
(Interview #1)
Finally, Donna recognized the value o f learning along wi th
the students and humor in teaching.
You just always want to know more . You want to
read more, and you're never too old to learn . I
mean, you have to always be open to learn i ng, and
learning from anyone. You can't be so pompous
that you think that you're the last one on
everything. And, of course, you have to have a
sense of humor. You know, some t imes you have to
laugh at things. (Interview #1)
one of Donna's goals in teaching was to make s tudents
more aware of the differences in others.

She did this by

challenging student viewpoints and showing them another
point of view.

She established ground rules for discuss ion

that respected and allowed for other viewpoints.

For

example,
You know the ground rules are .. you can say these
things, but you're not allowed to hurt other
people's feelings, and remember that there are
other points of view ... And then when other people
d idn't bring in the other point of view, whatever
that other point of view was, it was my
responsibility I felt to bring in that other point
o f view. (Interview #3)
Donna saw that her value in the classroom was to offer the
students this d ifferent way of looking at things, especially
in a class where the students had been together a long t i me
and had gotten to know each other well.
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As she pointed out,

I see myself coming i nto that situation offering them
something else, offeri ng them, you know, another part,
or another way of learning, and another approach toward
their education from the perspective that I will bring ,
in terms of how I teach this class. (Int e r view #1 )
She a l so saw hersel f as "just offering another dimension to
them seeing anot her poi nt of view t he way I pres e nt it and
the way i t develops wi th a ll of us working t oget her"
( I nterview #1).
This idea t hat viewpoints wou l d change and learning
woul d take place as a resul t of a group effort was another
concept t hat Donna kept referring to .

She saw herself as

being part of t he process of learning, and she was " l ooking
forward to all o f us being changed by i t" (Interview til).
When Donna was asked to describe how s he went about
t eaching , she described herse l f as being very organized wi t h
"a lot more mat erial t han we ' re going to cover" (I nt ervi ew
#2) , and work ing f rom a plan.

However, because she wanted

it to be exci ting for them, she was very flexible once the
class actually s t arted.

As she expl a i ned,

I like t o be really prepared because I th i nk, I
don 't like t o waste anyone's ti me . First of all,
especially my own or anyone else ' s, and I also
like it to be exciting for t hem . Now I'd like i t
to be a really good experience and a really growth
experience , and I'd like things to move.
(I nterview # l )
As a n example of how much effort Donna put int o preparing
for class, she described what she did before t he class began
in the fo llowing way,
It's important to be really fami l iar with t he
text, so even though I have taught the c l ass
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before and read the material before, I still read
over it and prepare myself, and I mentally go
through. I write. I still do notes. I do it
differentl y, I mean, I write out what I'm going to
say and how the class is going to flow, even
though things are written, because I l ike things
to f l ow a certai n way, because that's another way
that I learn. I mean , I' m one of those visual
learners, wr i tten, verbal people. So while I've
read .. so I do a couple of different things to get
the material in my head . You know, I ' ve read it,
and then I wi ll underline some things, and I will
make notes of things that I want to do, and I know
things will go, maybe they won't go that
direction. It seems like with this group, that's
a little talkative, that I still can bring in all
those pertinent points and refer back to their
readings and pull i t i n like that . (Interview #2)
Donna did recogn i ze that even though she planned and
planned, "you don't know what's going to happen once class
starts" (Interview #1), and she saw it as her responsibility
"to make the adjustment, to facilitate the discussion "
(Interview

#1) .

Although Donna valued her students and saw her role as
a catalyst for their l earning, she was also always striving
to do her best.

As she explained,

I also wanted to b e good for them. Because it 's like a
friend of mi ne said, you know each class is a one shot
dea l . That's it. You don't go back over that again.
You don't see them tomorrow. You must present your
best at all times. (Interview #3)
Because Donna believed that the teacher can make a
difference, she felt that she "shou l d go in and do the best
that I can do and know that these people have a lot to
offer, and val ue that, and sincerely value i t" (I ntervi ew
#3).

But she also saw that although she was striving for

perfection that she was only human and that it was all right
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to admit to her students that she was human.

As she

observed,
I think a lot of people don't realize the value
that you have as a person who can not always have
the answers. But bei ng .. to be .. to facilitate
knowledge, to ask open ended questions, to use a
Socratic method, to get peop le thinking about what
they want to do, that's your j .ob. (Interview #3)
Perception of Students.

Donna per ceived the students

as unique individuals who had a lot to offer each other and
herself in t his teach ing/learning environment.

She was very

hesitant to describe what she expected the students to be
like because she knew that the dynamic between teacher and
student would change whatever preconceived notion she might
have of the students .

Although she was the third instructor

for this group and could have obtained a wide variety of
information on the students from prev i ous instructors, she
was adamant about not wanting to know anything about the
students until she walked into the room.

She felt this way

because she knew that the in teraction between student and
teacher would change depending upon the teacher .

She had

seen too many classes where the same students would act in
totally different ways depending on which teacher they had .
Overall, i t was Donna's emphasis on the potential for growth
and the uniqueness of her students that came throu gh in her
perceptions of these students.
When asked what she expected from adult students in
general, Donna expected that adult students would be un ique
individuals who would have a lot to contribute based on
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their experiences.

She also expected them to be a cohesive

group because they had been together for so long in the
program.

In addition, she expected them to want to succeed

and to grow from this experience.

Overall, she expected

that the students would enjoy this particular course, and be
enthusiastic about the program.
Donna e xpected her students to be very different from
each other and have different needs and strengths and gifts.
She a l so expected them to be what she called mul t id i mens i onal .

This meant that each student had talent s

outside t he c l assroom as well as in and could utilize these
t o e xpa nd on t he ir learning.

According to Donna, be i ng

i nvo l ved with not j ust the intellectual but with art and
physic al a cti v i t y "hel ps them to think, because I t hink a l so
that othe r s tuff he l ps you to intellectual ize and t o get to
your ne xt level " (I ntervi ew #1 ).

Since Donna s aw all o f her

students as ha v i ng mu l tiple talent s, i t was easy for her to
pr edi ct tha t these students would also be unique.
Another way that Donna perceived that t hese students
wou l d be un i que was i n the varied experi ences that they
wou l d bri ng to the classroom.

As adults, Donna expected

that they would have a lot to contribute t o t his class s i nce
so much o f the materi al focused on the student's personal
exper i ence wi th cul ture.

To Donna,

They are i ndividuals who have a lot t o contribut e
.... adu l ts who have come back to school have so
many experi ences . And, I mean, that they are kind
of like children, in that, in coming back t o
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school they are k i nd of diffident, you know
they're not really confi dent . You know, ... they
want to do well. Perhaps their e xperiences have
not been the best. (I nter view #1)
So for Donna , the experiences t hat adults brought to the
clas sroom could b e be neficial or det rimental to their
l earning .

But Donna saw her task as getting t he s t udents to

open up and see beyond their own way of viewing the worl d .
'' I just s ee t hem as peopl e who are individuals wit h t hings
to contribute that are un ique to them" (Int erview #1)
Donna also expected that the adult students had come to
th i s program and th i s class for a particular reason and that
they wou l d be mot i vated to learn.

As was previously

mentioned, Donna saw the students as wanting t o do well, and
she also thought that "people will do well in this class "
(Interview #1).

Along with their desire to do well , she

felt that
they ' r e do i ng this for a reason. And the reason
is pay or usually it's money. Although somebody
said .. money and getti ng a better job, according
to peopl e getting their GED, from this study done
in Michigan or Wisconsin or some place, wasn ' t the
biggest carrot . But I hear conversations from the
people who have been in the classes that I ' ve bee n
working with . It i s t hat t hey understand t hat
down the l i ne they're going to be accoun t able at
one poi nt for their education. Whether it ' s for a
pr omotion, I mean, t hey're doing it for a reason.
So I th ink that ... t hey know that the worl d
cha nges and that t hey need to be ready for whatever i s
happe ni ng there . ( I nterview #1)
Accordi ng to Donna being prepared for the challenges o f the
world tru l y d i d make adult learners more motivated to learn
as much as the y coul d .
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Because the students had been together for four or five
months, Donna expected the students to know each other
pretty well by this time.

"First of all, I think that it's

great that they'll have some cohesiveness" (Interview #1) .
Her previou s classes that had been further along in the
program had known each other so well that they could now
explai n each other's behavior to t he teacher.

Donna saw

this as a positive element and also as a challenge for her
as a teacher to bring in a different viewpoi n t.
They knew each other, and I would expect that will
be good . And I thin k tha t that 's great for them
to f unction li ke that as a support system for each
other .
I see myself corning into that situati on
o ffe ring them somethi ng e l se, o ffering them, you
know, another part or another way of l earning and
another approach toward their education from the
perspective that I will bring in terms of how I
teach th i s c l ass . {Interview #1)
Due to the nature o f t hi s cour s e , Donna e xpected that
students wou l d be confro n t ing some o f their own prejudices
and because of thi s i t wou l d be d ifficult for some students.
I th i nk that i t will open up peop l e to a vari ety
o f th i ngs, and i t will awaken a variety of things .
And i t will be some thi ng s that may be difficu l t
for some people to deal with as ind i viduals, and
that's probabl y .. that's an answer to anot her
quest i on, too, wi th adu l ts.
I th i nk adults carry
some, many, pre-judgmental things around with
them, and these c l asses, and t his course of study,
unlike my u ndergraduate studies, are really
devised to get people in touch with all those
th i ngs which I th i n k is very exc i t i ng . . . . I think
people will look at themselves, and they will come
i n contact with things that they didn't know were
there, whether i t's homophobia or women's issues
or special needs issues or hornelessness or
whatever. They' ll becorne .. they'll get in touch
with that, and that there are some emotional
ramifications for that. And t hen just being able
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to deal with what those emotional implications
are. (Interview #1)
So Donna's expectation due to the course content was that
these students would become emotional because they would be
confronting issues that they have not been forced to look at
before.
Finally, Donna expected the students to grow and see
the world in a different way.

She saw them moving from a

less confident state with preconceived ideas to one where
they were more open and really looking at their beliefs.
And my own experiences have been that people do
change . ... and that they're going to learn
something that's really going to be very difficult
f or them, but it 's going to enhance how they are.
And that while I've taught this class before, each
time I teach it, i t will be a different experience
and we will all grow from it. (Interview #1)
So not only would the students be changed by this experience
but Donna expected that she would be changed by this
experience as well.

As Donna explained,

the re will be a lot of growth ..... ! think they
come with some kind of beliefs, and through the
readings and the discussion and the contributions
tha t their other classmates will make, will make
them think about things. And hopefully, I'll be
provocative enough to also, you know, shake up
some of the beliefs in that I can, you know, that
I ' ll be a part of that process. So I think that's
what, you know, I'm looking forward to that
happening for all of us. And I'm also looking forward
to all of us being changed by i t. (Interview #1)
Although Donna initially did not want to describe her
expectations o f this particular class for fear of labelling
them, she did point out some key assumptions that she had
about adult learners in this particular course .
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Mainly, she

saw each student as unique with the potential to grow.

She

also expected that the students were highly motivated and a
cohesive group.

But most importantly, she was c urious about

the re lat ionship that she would develop wi t h these students
(Interview #l), and how that would change her as well.

She

a l so expected that she and her students would enjoy t he
experience together.
When Donna finally did meet t hese s t udent s, she found
that some of her expectations about t he uniqueness of the
students, the cohesiveness of the group, and the potential
for growth were true .

The most outstanding characteristic

that Donna noted i mmediate ly was that th is group was very
talkative (Intervi ew #2).

In fact , Donna noted that they

" kind of take pride in th inking that they're very verbal,
and they are" (Interview #2) .

She a l so noted that unlike

other classes she had had tha t the students in this class
were always ready and willing to discuss even to the point
of carrying on side conversations about the material.

Or as

Donna put it,
when you've asked the question, an open ended question,
you know you might need to wait, because I've had to
wait sometimes to get an answer or call on someone.
That never happens. Just hands shoot up and people
start talking. Then there are like fifteen
conversations on task around the room. They 're not off
task. I mean, they ' re talking about .. it's like, can
you wait so we can hear t h is? But they have some very
strong opinions about everything so they're never off
task. (Interview #2)
According to Donna, t he students seemed to have a need to
express themselves and s hare their experiences.
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Another characteristic tha t Donna noted and predicted
was that this group knew each other very well.
that "they seem to know each other v ery wel l.
real good sense of each other" (Interview #2 ) .

She not iced
They have a
She also

found that they wer e comfortable about sharing some of the i r
deep feelings and were very supportive o f each other.

" So I

gu e ss this i s a good p lace for them that they f eel conf ident
in talking about some very personal th i ngs , becaus e you know
you do have to draw on personal in that" (I nte rvi e w #2) .
Donna was surprised at how very supportiv e they wer e when
o ne o f the students chose to revea l tha t she was a l esbian .
As Donna explained, "she told the who l e c l ass the f irst
ni ght .

And they were just wonderful .

Th ey were so

suppor t i v e of h e r, and she is feeling very comfo rtable and
f eeling very accepted in the group t h e way she i s"
(I nterv iew #2).

As perce ived by Donna, wi t h s uch un i q ue

ind i v i duals i n this gr oup , th i s feeli ng of comfort a nd
support helped them accept t heir differences .
Donna also appreciated thei r d iffe r ences a nd t heir
uni queness .

She pointed out that "they ' r e such i nd i v i dua l s

a nd they have a l ot to offer as individual pe ople"
(Inte rview #2 ) .

The fact that they were so talkati ve and

accepti ng o f each other contributed to Donna' s perception o f
this group as being "very different f rom t h e other group"
(Interview #3).

Since Donna appreciated the differences and

uniquene ss of her students, it was not s ur prising t hat she
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truly got to know and value each individual.

" I would say

that I rea lly valued all o f them because they were all very
different" (I nterview #3) .

One difference that Donna

noticed was that she had to be very specific i n g iving
directions because the class tended to get lost.

As she

said,
If I give like t hree or four directions they've l o s t
i t . I can't go back and come back. I have to be real
clear. So I try to be real c l ear, you know, whenever
I'm doing stuff, because then they ' ll just kind of get
lost, but it's just always a l earning experi ence for
a ll of us . ( I nterview #2)
Anothe r characteristic of t his grou p tha t Donna noticed
was their motivation and i nterest in learning .

As Donna

poi nted out,
They're all so i nterested in learning and g rowing , and
they don 't have to be there. You know, t hey want to
be, and that makes a difference. I t really do es make a
difference. And they are reall y interested i n doi ng
the work . (Interview #2)
According to Donna, this i nterest in learning may have
contri buted to their ta l kat i veness since they were all so
eager to share ( I nterview #2) .

This i nt erest in learning

a l so he l ped the group b e more open and accepting .

or as

Donna observed, " i t appears like they're very open people"
(Interview #2).

But overall, Donna t hought that this was a

great group of students, and she thoroughly enjoyed them,
e ven with their talkativeness.
When Donna was asked what she thought the students'
perception o f her was, she had very little to say, other
than the students seeme d to have a posit ive reaction to her.
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She also mentioned that because she was t he fourth
instructor that they had had so far that they would
naturally compare her to other instructors t hat they had
had.

She saw this as normal since
they're adu l t s ... ! think that they will al ways do
comparisons because we ' re all pe ople . And people
do compare. So I'm past that, I mean, if I can
get past critics and reviews in the Sun-Times ...
No, I've never gotten any bad reviews, but I think
that they will make comparisons. I don ' t care .
Because t hat's what they should do. That's a
normal thing to do. (Interview #1)
In describing the positive r eaction that she was

getting f rom the students, Donna pointed out that the
students were comfortable with her and seemed to be enjoying
class so much that they didn 't want to leave (Interview #J) .
She described this behavior in a very i nteresting way by
saying,
I think that they're feeling comfort able with me ...
They 're being very respectful . And they're coming in,
and they're starting, and they' re listening, so I would
think that they're listening to me . You know, they're
not doing something .... they're not falling asleep.
(Interview #2)
But even i n describing the class being so excited about what
they were do ing that they lost track of t i me , Donna always
gav e credit to t he discuss ion and to t he i nd i v idual
students.

She never seemed to recognize that this cou ld

mean that the students were reacting to her positively .
of the few comments she made was that
doing well t ogether.
(Interview #2).

" I t hink that we're

I think the chemistry is working"

Donna did however recognize that some of
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the students did care about her, because they tried to warn
her that they could get out of contr ol and that another
teacher could not control them a t al l .
Although the students had a positive reaction to Donna,
this seemed to be of less importance to her personally.

Her

focus was more on being a good teacher and encouraging
student learning than on what those students reaction to her
personally were.

It was almost although she saw herself as

an interchangeable component in the teaching/learning
process.

Making learning fun and meaningful to the

students, and letting them make decisions about their own
learning were far more important to Donna than their
reaction to her personally .
Watching the students c hange and grow was something
that Donna took great delight in .

To her, this was the

essence of teaching and what made t eaching so enjoyable for
her.

The changes that she observed in the students focused

on behavior and on thinking .

But to Donna it was the

changes in student thinking that wer e the most rewarding.
The changes in student behavior that she observed had
to do with the students recognizing that their talking
didn't have to mean that they were out of control and that
they had moved to another level o f intimacy in the group .
Since this group initially prided itself on being able to
take over a class and drive the instructor crazy, the change
from that attitude to realizing that they could share their
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i deas and s t ill be under contro l was an important shift .

As

Donna observed,
tha t' s how I saw t hem c hange from reali z i ng t ha t
th ey ha d t ak en pride in or maybe t hey we re asha med
o f , who knows , whateve r the termino l ogy i s, of
hav i ng really t aken ove r another class . Because
t here ' s f un, but t here ' s also s ome s adness i n that
because you don't ... you didn't get everyth i ng .
And understanding that they could be as talky as
they wa nted to i n t h is class, but i ndeed
everyth i ng that the y said was r e levant . It was
val ued , and it contri buted to the on-going class
work that was .. tha t had been organize d, so I
th i nk that that was a thing t hat I noticed . .. a nd
also from t heir own expe riences that t hey know
t hat t hey ... the y .. . you can talk a lot a nd s t ill
not be out of cont rol . (I nterview #3 )
Because this course really looked at people's basic
bel iefs and i nvo l ved a lot of s haring o f very persona l
i n formation , Donna noti c ed that t his g r oup even t hough the y
we r e very cohesive t o begin wi th became even more aware of
the ot her members o f the group .

To Donna,

they were just a great bunch of pe opl e, and they
wor ked very well together , and I t hink they we nt
to their next leve l of int i macy . Well , you know,
with this kind of class , hey, there it comes out
now. You ' re going to get a level o f int i macy .
Because you ' r e say ing t h i ngs a b out yourself .
( I nterview #3)
So according to Donna , the be ha v i or of t his class changed in
regard to realizing t h a t t hey c oul d be more controlle d and
could be more int imat e with each other.
Alt hough Donna obs erved a change i n t he students'
behavior , s he was much more interest ed in t he c ha nge in
their a t titude s and thinking .

The reason t hat t h i s c hange

in t hinking was more interesting for Donna was expla i ned
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when she said, "I would just like it to be the best learning
experience that they could have.

I mean that's what my goal

is becoming more aware and looking at people differently"
(Interview #2).

Because it was her goal for the students to

become more aware, Donna was much more conscious of changes

in student thinking.

For example , Donna remembered that one

student summed up the whole class beautifully when he said,
"But that's not the point . The point is for us to just
really become aware of the fact that there are so many
different kinds of people and that we just need to be
open to who these people are and what they do and not
be very closed to it." (Interview #2 )
And Donna could see this a s well when she said, "I think
that they're aware now .
(Interview #2) .

I can see t heir opinions changing"

Donna's techn iq ue for getting the students

to be more aware and to change their thinking was to
challenge them and their ideas.
I challenged other peopl e, challenged things that they
said, and they could see where it a l l fit in. So I
think that was a change in thinking that they could see
that what they said was valued, and they didn't go
overboard in saying things. ( Interview #J)
So not only did Donna observe the students' thinking
changing in regard to the material that was presented but
their thinki ng also changed in r egard to themselves and the
v alue of their ideas.
Pe rception of Learning.

When Donna looked at what she

expected t he students to learn and what she felt they
actually learned, her focus was more on the learning process
and less on the actual content.
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Her whole goal in teaching

this course was not to convey specific cont ent , but to have
students become more cul turally aware and t o look at p eopl e
diff e rentl y .

Si nce Donna saw learning as growth, her

observations about student learning r e f lected this b i as.
When considering what s he wan t ed the stude nts to l earn
in this course, it was obvious that Donna was more concerned
about t heir growth as individual s than on any speci fic
course cont e nt.

She did mention that she expected the

s t udent s t o realize that learning was growth a nd was fun,
and that they would be confronting s ome ver y emotional
issues and would have to l earn to deal with those.

She also

expected that the students would become more independent
thinkers and woul d become more c u lturally aware and look at
people diff e r e ntl y.
Donna's first expectation t hat students would grow
involved the students on a personal level.

She explained

this by sayi ng,
I think that l earn i ng , whatever direction that learning
takes you i n, really is a growth situation for peopl e .
And I think that it also empowers them regarding their
person . I th i nk knowledge .. is powe r. And I think
knowledge is ... besides being power, i t ' s, also, I
think it's fun to know about things. (Interview #1)
so whatever new knowledge t he student gai ned from th i s
cour se wou ld empower t he students and contribute to their
growth.

Donna also realized that the stude nts would be

confront ing some v e ry powerful emot ional issues t hat wou ld
a l so contribute to their growth as an individual.
pointed out,
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As Donna

That's what will happen when we take this class. I
think people will look at themselves and they will come
in contact with things that they don't know were
there .... They 'll become ... they'll get in touch with
that, and that there are some emotional ramifications
for that. And then just being able to deal with what
those emotional implications are (Interview #1),
will help them grow as human beings .

So Donna's

expectations of the students' learning were that they would
grow on a very personal level by being exposed to the
content of the course.
Donna also expected that the students would change
their thinking about other people and other cultures as a
result of th i s class.

As she noted, "there are some people

who've never been stimulated to think like that.

They've

never been in a situation to think like that, and that' s
always a challenge to get them thinking at this other level"
(Interview #1 ) .

She also thought that this course "will

open up peopl e to a variety of things, and it will awaken a
variety o f things, and it will be some things that may be
difficult for some people to deal with as individuals''
(Interview #1) .

So Donna expected that students would be

able to open t hemselves up to new ideas and to "becoming
more aware and looking at people differently" (Interview
#2).

To Donna " that's part of what the learning process

is ... is showing you what you have inside of you so you can
be an independent th i nker, and that you can be an
independent person" (Interview #1).

So Donna expected that

students would be changed by the classroom experiences and
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ideas that they would encounter in this course.
Not only did Donna expect t hat

the students would grow

and change as a result of th is course , but she also observed
that happening i n t h e c lass.

She definitely felt that

student s were getting a lot out of the c lass .
they are gett ing a lot out of the class .

" I th ink tha t

I feel t h at they

are, and they are t hinking through the material wh i ch is the
point, you k now, to have fun and yet really think it
through " ( Interv iew #2).

To Donna, being confronted with

some of the r ead ings and the class discussio ns also had an
effect on how the students viewed the things that they had
experienced.

Or as she said, "so they ' re reading the

material, and I think that i t makes them .. I think that it
just makes them think about all t he things that have
happened i n their lives" (In terview #2).

Since Donna saw

her goal for this group as becomi n g more aware, she said
"All I can really do is make people become aware of wh at's
there" (Interview #2) .

And as was mentioned earlier one o f

her students recognized this f act as well.

So t o Donna t he

students were actually l e arning what she intended for t hem
to get out of the class which was an i ncreased awareness.
Personal Learning for Teache r.

Since Donna saw h e rself

as const antly growing and changing , i t was surprising that
she did not have more comments about her own personal
learning with this class.

As Donna pointed out, '' I always

change, because i t always makes me .. each class has i t ' s own
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personality, and I always realized that .. there was something
more that I should have done" (Interview #3) .

There were

however, a few things that she did learn from teaching this
group or that were reinforced from things that she had been
aware of in the past.
First of all, Donna recognized that some o f her own
thinking about culture had changed as a result of teaching
this class.

Because each group f ocused on different aspects

of culture and was more interested in certain things over
others, Donna felt that she was learning along with the
students and gaining new perspectives as well.

In one

particular instance, Donna saw that her own thinking about
race and land ownership was changing as a result of the
concepts brought out in this class.

She explained this by

saying,
I have to re-evaluate that. And I probably will
say that that was land that my great-greatgrandfa ther acquired. But then, of course, today
I have to ask myself was that his land. You know,
I will still tell the story, but the slant will be
the native americans who don't believe that people
own land. They believe that the land is the
people's, and you go different places ... so I would
i ncorporate that too . see I had changes.
(Interview #3)
Second, Donna found that with a highly verbal class
like this that she needed to be even more flexible than she
was already.

Although she always had some key concepts that

she intended to cover, Donna realized that she was covering
fewer concepts in class but was covering them more in-depth.
She described how she did this by explaining,
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You have to have your agenda , and you have to know
what you're going to do for the night. But you
also have to catch the moment of the class,
especially with adult learners. And you have to
l earn how to make all of everyt hing that you want
to have happen that night happen, even if it
doesn't happen in sequence and not be ruffled by
it. (Interview #3)
since her main goal was for the students to become more
culturally aware, she was still able to meet her goal even
with a lot of verbal input from the students.

She also

r ealized that t he side conversations that these students
were having were directly related to t .h e content that was
being covered in class and that they were not being
distracted by irrelevant conversations.

This was a surprise

for Donna, but she recogn ized that this was a characteristic
of this particular class .

Since Donna was one of those

t eachers who was aware of the teachable moment, this
realization only reinforced her idea that teachers should be
flexible enough to go with the flow .
Although Donna felt she had accomplished quite a bit
with this group , she was still bothered by her inability to
reach one particular student.

As she pointed out "I think

as a whole, I feel very successful except with Jessica"
(Interview #3) .

Donna learned from her experience with

Jessica that she needed to be more on top of those students
who ask to miss part or all of certain class periods.

To

her, that would now be an indication that a student needed
special attention .

In Donna's opinion,
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Jessica kind of got lost , .. ! was picking her up,
and I thought that we had connected, a nd I .. I
don't fee l so good about that, . .. and I told her, I
said, "You know, I really feel badly because I
allowed you to do t his. We did have ground rules ,
and you always seemed to have a good reason, but
you're the one who's missed out in the end." She
really knew it. (Interview #3)
In order to avoid this in the future, Donna decided that she
would emphasize to the student the importance of a ttending
each class.

Sh e proposed to do this by saying,

I would have been ve ry c lear about missing ... the
first t ime someone says they want to leave early,
I just have to say, "OK, now, look. Let me tell
you how this is. Now I'm not trying to make a big
deal out of this, but my fear is that in these
four weeks or five weeks is that you will get
lost . I rea lly don't want that t o happen . Now
you're doing that tonight so what assurances can
we come to, because this is important." And I
would do that . (Interview #3)
Donna did realize that Jessica needed a lot of attent i on and
assistance .

Even though Donna was planning to make changes

in the future because she felt that she had lost Jessica, it
was possible that Jessica needed far more attention than
Donna was able to g i ve in this classroom situation.
Since Donna had had a grea t deal of experience teachi ng
a ll levels of students, the things tha t she learned from
this class basically reinforced her previously held notions
about education and learning .

For example, as with any

teaching experience , she fel t that,
It just makes you better. It makes you value
aga i n people, and you j ust realize how all the
different kinds of people think, and it just
reinforces my belief .. ! feel about humanity, and ,
you know, caring for people . Because there's a
lot of good people there, but you never r eally get
232

I

to see all of that. And some times the situation
does allow you to see it. So I value them too.
(Interview #3)
It was also very meaningful to Donna to hear "everybody's
story and the fact t hat they were so comfortable with each
ot her, they could tell each other to shut up and be quiet,
and they could challenge each other which I thought was very
good" (Interview #3) .

When finally asked what the most

i mportant thing about this class was, Donna did admit that
i t was
the fact that they bonded was very n ice. See it's
hard for me to say THE most important thing.
Maybe from my own perspective it was that I was
able to communicate with them, and they allowed me
to do that so that we could get as far as we could
get, and that we could go so much farther. And
role modeling and listening. (Interview #3)
So for Donna the relationship that she established with
these students, and the fact that they were able to
communicate with one another were the things that made this
experience of teaching this group so rewarding.
Combined Student/Teacher Meanings
Th is particular combination of students and teacher
seemed to have more similarities in their perceptions of the
class than previous combinations of students and teachers.
This could be due to the fact that this particular teacher
was very focused on the students and approached learning
from the students' perspective.
Similarities .

In looking at the similarities between

teacher and students, both the teacher and the students
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focused more on becoming more aware of other cultures than
on the specific content or subject matter covered in the
class.

They were a l so both aware o f the dynamics in the

group and of how supportive the group was of each other.
They also both recognized the changes that occurred in the
stu dents.

Even their views of what the teacher meant to

them coincided with what the teacher wanted the students'
perception of her to be .
In regard to the content or sub j ect matter of the
course, both the teacher and the students did not comment on
specific topi cs or concepts.

If they d i d mention anything

about the content it was to comment on some o f the
activities that they seemed t o enjoy.

Sharing the i r

c u l tural backgrounds and maki ng presentations about othe r
cultures were t wo activities that both the teacher and the
students commented on as positi ve experiences.

Gaining a

deeper awareness of culture was something that t he teacher
had specifically set out to do, and the students defini te ly
mentioned that that was something where they noticed their
awareness increasing.

In general, ne i ther the teacher nor

the students mentioned the specific subject matter of this
course.
In l ooking at group relationships, both the teacher and
the students had similar views of the group as a whole .

The

group was identified as very ta l kative by both, and both saw
how th is could have a negative impact on the group .
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They

also both commented on how cohesive this group was .

The

teacher specifically noted that she was amazed a t how
cohesive they were and how they h ad moved to a different
level of int imacy.

The group was seen as being v e ry

comfortable with each other and very supportive of each
other by both teacher and students .

In gene ral , both the

students and the teacher were viewing the group
relationships in genera l pos i t ive t erms.
on a personal leve l , i t was difficu lt to see where both
the students and teacher shared similar views because of the
great diversi t y among stud ents.

But one common insight tha t

both the teacher and the students had i nto their own
behavior was that the students seemed to h ave an increase in
t heir confidence regarding schoo l and seemed to be more
relaxed in accepting who they were .

Because the teacher

believed in t he students' ability to do good work, she also
saw that as they progressed through this cour se that their
confidence and comf ort l evel in t he informat i on t hat t hey
were sharing definitely increased.

The teacher also saw the

students as b eing unique i nd ividuals wi th a lot to share.
This was revea l ed by the variet y of the comments the
students made about t h emselves.
The students' react i on to the teacher was very
positive .

Al though the teacher sensed this reaction, she

did not dwell on it.

Because the teacher was trying to be

genuine with the students and truly cared about t hem, the
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students appreciated and were aware of this.

The students

saw the teacher as a good listener who was willing to share
her own experiences and viewpoints with them.

The teacher

was actually striving to be a good listener and admitted to
sharing her own experiences with the class because she
recognized that she was a real human being.

The teacher

a lso saw her role in the class as directing the discussion
and keeping the class on task, and the students perceived
her this way as well.

When a few students commented that

they saw her as a role model, even this fit with what the
teacher was attempting to get across to the s tudent s .
Overall the s tudent s were able to identify all the same
positive characteristics of the teacher that the teacher
also saw as her strengths.
Regarding the context for learning, the students and
the teacher seemed to view the non-traditional approach in a
positive light.

Since the t eacher emphasized that learning

should be fun and should tap into a student's multidimensional aspects, it was easy to see how the nontraditional approach with its small group discussions, and
simulations would appeal to this teacher.

The students by

now were familiar with this approach to learning and also
saw it i n a positive light.
Since the learning that occurred was very individual,
i t was difficult to see where the teacher and the students
perceived it similarly.

However, there were two key areas
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that they both saw as important.

The first area that both

the students and the teacher recognized was occurring was an
increase in cultural awareness.

The teacher explained that

when t he students were confronted with some difficult issues
that challenged their basic beliefs, they were able to deal
with that and become more aware of different c u ltures.

The

students also noticed that thei r sensitivity and awareness
to different cultures was expanding .
The second area where both students and teacher agreed
about their concept of learning was in the impact that
teachers could have on student learning.

The students saw

that a positive relationship with a teacher had a positive
influence on their learning while a negative experience had
a negative impact.

The teacher pointed this out as well,

and added that those teachers who did not respect and value
their students shoul d not be teaching.

So the re l ationship

between teacher and student was important to both teacher
and students .
In the area of change or learning, the teacher and the
students identified some key areas where they agreed .

The

changes that the students noticed in themselves corresponded
to the changes that the teacher observed .

For the most part

the students increased their level of self-confidence and
also their level of awareness of human behavior.

Both the

teacher and the students also recognized a change in the
group as a whole.

They both saw the group becoming more
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cohesive and more comfortable with each other or as the
teache r e xpl ained they had reached a diff erent level o f
intimacy.
Overall, i t was amazing how similar t h is teacher's view
of what was happening in the c l assroom and wi th the students
corresponded to the students' view .

One possible

explanation would be that the teacher was defi n i te ly attuned
to the students' needs and as such was able to see t he
things in the classroom in a similar fash ion as the
students .

Another possible explanation could be that both

the s tudent s and t he teacher had a great deal of affinity
and genuine liking and r espect for one another a nd this
mutual admiration led to a common belief system.

Or as the

teacher pointed out, both the students and the teacher were
constructing the l earning t hat was taking place and as such
they would have similar percepti ons .
Differences.

Ver y few differences between t he

teacher's perception o f what was occurring i n the classroom
and the students' perceptions were noted .
differences were individual i n na ture.

Most of the

For example, in

examining the group relationship, the s tudent s picked up on
d eeper , more negative behaviors occurri ng with i nd i v idual
students while t he teache r did not mention them .

The

students also pointed out specific personal issues t hat the
teacher did not mention, and in the area of change, the
students were able to ident ify changes in the other members
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of their class that the teacher did not mention.

But these

differences were based on the students having more k nowledge
about themselves and the other members of the class than the
teacher could have possibly learned about them in only five
weeks.
Gl obal across courses Percepti ons/Meani ngs
After examining each of the courses on a n individual
basis, certai n general trends across the courses seemed to
appear .

Although t he students' reactions to e ach of the

courses and to each i nd ividual instructor were different,
there were some common qualities that students reiterated
throughout a ll of the courses.
three different teachers.

The same was t rue for the

Although each t eacher had a

unique a nd distinct phi l osophy of teaching, there were
certain similar i t i es that arose among these teachers.
I nstead of g i v ing a n i n-depth analysis of the data, this
section will take a more global perspective o f the data to
see which key elements arose from an across courses
perspective.
Synthesis o f Student Perceptions
In looking at the students' perceptions in a cumulative
fash i on, i t became obvious that certain areas were more
i mportant than others.

For example, the areas that received

the most comments, and where s tuden ts demonstrated the most
insights into themse l ves and others, were in the group
r elationships, the individual/personal issues , the
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relationship with the teacher, and the learning and change
that occurred.

The areas that showed a decided lack of

input were the content or sub ject matter of the course, and
the context.
Content
overall the content or subject matter of these courses
appeared to have l i tt l e meaning for the students.

The

student s explained that this was possibly due to the fact
that the content or subject matter of the courses a nd the
information presented were already very familiar to them.
Indeed, the sense I got was that the subject matter of all
of the courses dealt with things that the s tudents had
a l ready learned from the i r own life experiences, but that
now they were able to apply a l abe l or term to what they had
already learned or mastered .

I n general, the specific

sub j ect matter that was presented in these courses tended to
re i nforce the students ' pri or learning.
When students were specif ically asked about the content
o f the course, they i nterpreted this term to mean subject
matter, and as such they would list topics that they had
covered or refer to specific classroom activities.

In

general, they did not seem to place much import ance on the
specific topi cs that were covered as evidenced by their
bri ef or cursory mention of these areas.

The specif ic

classroom activities that were mentioned seemed to be more
i mportant f or the impact that they had on the individual
24 0

I

student .

For example, if an activity involved a

presentation and the studen t had been uncomfortable with
that activity, then the s tudent would focus on that
activity .

Or if there was a concept that was either

personally relevant or caused a group reaction, then that
concept or topic was mentioned.

Since very little was

mentioned about the specific course content as listed in the
course objectives, and the comments that were made were
recitat ive and perfunctory in nature, it appeared that the
course objectives did not serve as focal points for the
students .
Without citing specific content areas, some of the
students recognized that much of the content was fami liar
information and as such did not supply them with new
i nformation or learning .

However, the students were able to

see how particular course concepts could actually apply in
their daily lives and these held much more meaning and
importance for them.

AS the courses progressed the students

also realized t hat they were becoming more aware of human
behavior and that they may have been re-learning old
concepts but were perceiving or describing them differently.
However, based on their comments, students did not pay much
attention to the specific formal content of th e courses .
Group Relationships
Group relationships was an area of concern for all of
the students.

They focused on the characterist ics of the
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group, but more importantly they were concerned about how
they and other group members fit i nto this group.

It was

the impact of the group on the ind i v i dual that brought out
the most comments in this area.

Overall, throughout the

three courses the general reaction to the group was very
positive.

People genuinely liked being with and learning

with this group of i nd ividuals.
To begin with, the s tudent s tended to agree i n their
description of this group.
ta lkative the group was.

They pointed out repeated ly how
For some th is was definitely a

positive, but for others it tended to confuse and disrupt
some of their learning.

The students also characterized

t hemselves as being very cohesive throughout the three
courses in question.

Students various l y explained how

comfortable and accepted they felt in this group, and how
close they were becoming as a group.

Students also felt

very supported by the group as a whole, and as the courses
progressed, the students began to rea l ize that there was
also a high level of trust.

A few students even expressed a

desire to help or protect their classmates.

One particul ar

student did not feel particu larly a part of this group, but
even she described the group as generally cohesive with
peop l e she liked.

The students seemed to appreciate the

diversity of backgrounds, experiences and opinions that the
group brought to the learning situation.
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As students reflected on their individual rol es i n the
group and on how the group as a whole reacted to individual
group members, a number of students ment ioned that they were
learning a lot from each other.

The general perception was

that the group as a whole was definitely contributing to
their individual learning in each of the courses due to the
diverse backgrounds and the wi llingness to share
experiences.

As the courses progressed and the students got

to know each other better, more reflective comments were
made.

In addition, more attempts t o analyze specific

behaviors by different group members, and to speculate on
possible motives for that behavior, were made .
Throughout the courses, students were also concerned
about how they fit into the group.

Most of the students

felt very accepted and comfortable with the group, but one
student in particular felt that she didn't fi t in.
of the group recognized this as well.

The rest

This particular

student seemed to struggle with this issue for a
considerable period of time .

By the time of the final

course under study, however, she had come to terms with the
fact that she did not fit in as well as others but that she
was relating to the group in her own way and d i d not need
their acceptance.

The group also seemed to grow in their

tolerance for this i nd ividual, and seemed to either leave
her alone or accept that that was the way she was.

As the

courses progressed, students noted more underlying issues
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that caused tension within the group, such as racial or
gender issues, but these seemed to be issues that people
tended to avoid in order to maintain the harmony of the
group.
Overall, the group seemed to be very important to the
students and to their learning.

As a group, they were very

cohesive and appreciated each other's unique view o f the
world.

They felt very positive toward the group, and each

had found a way to relate to the group as a whole in such a
way that each student was comfortable expressing hisjher
opinions in the group.
Individual/Personal Issues
Another area that appeared to hold a great deal of
importance for these students was the area of
individual/personal issues.

The students over the three

courses seemed to derive a great deal of personal meaning
from their learning in this program.

This was also an area

that was difficult to analyze because of the very personal/
individual nature of the comments.
I n general, the comments tended to fall into four main
categories.

The first category focused on the students'

perception of their own learning and education.

Second, the

students were also very concerned about the relationships
that they had with the group as a whole and with the
teacher.

Third, the students seemed to comment on

themselves as individuals.

And finally, the students
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realized the impact that their life outside t he classroom
was having on their learning .

Of all of these categories,

the one that seemed most important to the students was the
relationship they had with the other people going through
this e xperience with them which included both the teacher
and the other students.

Overall, t he students saw this

program and what they were learning as a very valuable
experience to them personally.
The students' perception of their education seemed to
change over the three courses .

Initially, students

explained their reasons for being in the program with half
of the students seeing the program as a means to an end and
the other half seeing it as a n end in itself.

Of great

importance to this group was their desire to learn and grow
through their education .

As the courses progressed the

students became more involved in the courses and wanted to
learn more.

They seemed to want more rigorous course

content or more depth to the subject matter.

In addition,

they seemed to be frustrated that very interesting topics
were covered so quickly .

At certain points this eagerness

to learn more was coupled with a strong desire to just be
finished with a particular course .

However, in the final

analysis, the students really wanted to grow and learn as
much as they possibly could through their educational
experience.
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In the area of developing relat ionships, the students
recognized the value of their relationship to the group and
to the teacher .

In the first course whe re the content was

on group dynamics, the students were gaining insights into
their own behavior and the behavior of others.

They seemed

to recognize the importance of their relationship to the
group and how this relationship could also be important to
their learning .

As the courses progressed, t h e s tudents

tended to become more critical o f others in the group, and
were finding their individual or personal relationship t o
the group frustrating.

As the stude nts became more aware of

human behavior, they did tend to value the input of
different opinions and viewpoints that the other students
and th e teacher brought to class .
The comments t hat the students made about themselves
often focused on their perception of themselves and also on
how that perception was changing as a result of this
program.

In the beginning, the students expressed a desire

to l e arn more about themselves .

They saw going back to

school as an opportunity to grow and change.

As the courses

progressed, the students began to see that they were
changing and growing.

At times this led to a certain amount

of dissatisfaction with themselves, where they were more
concerned about their performance in particular courses as
opposed to focusing on growth and learning.

They also

seemed to be more critical of their own behavior .
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This

critical view did seem to help students more c lear ly see who
they were as people and to r ecogni ze and value thei r
s t rengths .

They seemed pleased that t hey were gaining new

insights into who they were.

Their l evel of self-confidence

also tended to increase as the courses progressed .

The

realization that they we re growing intellectually was
i mportant to them, and they were becoming more confident
about their academi c abilities .

Overall, the students

seemed to be learn ing more about who they were as
individuals and val u i ng the changes and growth that were
occurring .
The impact tha t the lives of the students outs i de of
c l ass had on their experience in the classroom seemed to
become more important as the courses progressed.

Initially,

some of t he students d i d mention some o f what was happening
in their lives, but t h e y d i d not focus on how that impact ed
what was happening in the classroom.

By the final course, a

number of students were commenti ng on thei r life outside the
classroom .

some of the student s were having positive job

and family experiences as a result of their studies.
However, most of the students were expressing concerns about
how their personal life was interfering wi th thei r ability
to do consistently good work in school.

Some o f the

students were having major family problems that were
detracting from the amount of time that they could devote to
their studies.

Al though the students recogn ized the val ue
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of their e ducat i on, as t h e ser ies of courses progressed they
were finding it diffi cu l t t o ba l ance school wi th the rest of
their lives .
Over the series of cou rses, t h e students' individu a l
views of themselves as people changed, and thei r v i ews of
t heir e ducat i o n c han ged as well.

Al though each student was

very different, t h ey all began to tru l y va l ue the i r
education , and themselves, as well as the other participan ts
in this educational endeavor.
Teach er
Since all of the teachers were very different from each
other, it was difficul t t o genera l ize the students'
responses to t h em.

The s t udents' comments about the

teachers tended to fall into three categories .

One deal t

with the s tudent s' r eactions to the teach er as a person .
Another focused on t he students' reactions to the teacher's
teaching style.

And, finally, the students gave their

ins i ghts i nto their own and other students' personal
reactions t o each teacher.

From the comments that the

students made about e ach of the teachers, i t was interesting
to see how different their i n dividual reactions were .
Al though in general the react ion t o all of the t eachers was
positive , and for the most part respectful, each indivi dual
teacher seemed to evoke a different response from the group
a n d app eare d to have eith er a positive or negative impact on
t h e students' learning.
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In looking at a teacher's personal qualities, the
stu dents seemed to generally like all the instructors.

The

first a n d the last teachers were particularly well l i ked by
a ll the students, while the middle teacher tended to
polarize the group with those who really liked him and those
who didn't.

The personal qualities that the students

n oticed about the first and the third teachers, Kate and
Donna, were similar in nature .

I n regard to Kate and Donna,

the students found them to be pleasant, accepting and very
approachable.

They were also described as exuding self-

conf i dence, being physically attractive, and appearing to be
very professional and knowledgeable.

In addition, Kate and

Donna were seen as enthusiastic and animated.

In general,

Kate and Donna were both seen as very competent teachers.
When students described the middle teacher , Joe, their
comments on his personal qualities focused more on his
inte llectual abilities than on him as a person.

The

students found him to be motivational, knowledgeable, and
articulate.
teacher .

I nterest ingly , they also saw him as a competent

However, although the s tudents generally liked all

the t eachers and respected them as teachers, Donna was the
one teacher that stu dent s reacted to most enthusiastically
and seemed to develop a very strong relationship with her.
In regard to teaching style, each of the teachers was
seen as havi n g a different style.
was described as a facilitator.
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The first teacher, Kate,
The middle teacher, Joe,

was seen as a teacherjmotivational speaker, and the fina l
t each er, Donna, was see n as someone who directed the class
but valued a lot of student input.

The students' r eaction

to Kate, the facilitator, was almost as though she wasn ' t
there .

In fact o f all the teachers, Kate received the

fewest commen ts from the students.

In contrast to Kate,

Joe , the second t eacher, had the most student

reaction.

Those students who fel t more comfortable with a traditional
teacher really liked h im because of h is dynam i c speaking
abili t y .
lectures .

I n other words, t hey were captivated by his
However, those s tudents who wanted more student

input i nto the class felt i gnored and put down by th is
t eacher.

In a few cases, this n egative reaction to t he

teacher seemed to interfere with the student's learning .
The final t e acher, Donna, got a very enthusiastic reaction
from the class.

The students came away feeling listened to

a n d respected, and they felt that she was learning along
with them.

I t was i nterest i ng to see that the students

percei ved that they learned the most from Donna, whi le Kate
seemed t o have a n e u tral effect on their learning, a n d Joe
had either a positive or negative effect on the students'
learning depending upon whether the student liked him or his
s t yle of teach ing or not.
The s tudents' overall reactions to the teachers seemed
to depend on the type of relat ionship t hat they were able to
d evelop with the teachers.

When the students felt like the
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teacher was someone that they would actually like as their
friend, then they had a positive reaction to the teacher.
The students seemed to become more involved with these
teachers, and appreciated them revea l ing or sharing their
own experiences with the students.

When the students were

not able to establish a close relationsh ip with the teacher ,
as in the case of Joe , the tendency was for the students to
have a mor e negative reaction to the teacher .

Even when Joe

attempted to describe some of his experiences to the class
as examples of human behavior, the students did not
interpr et these experiences as truly sharing.

It seemed

that the student react ion to the teacher was closely related
to the relationship that was established or perceived to be
established with that teacher.
Context
Since the context for this program of study was un li ke
previous learning envi ronments that the students had
experienced, it took the students awhile to ad j ust to not
only the physical environment but the genera l educational
context as well.

In the beginning, it seemed that the

students were a little uncomfortable with both the setting
and the non-traditional approach to lea rn ing .

For the most

part the students seemed to like the approach where most of
their classroom learning i nvo l ved group discussions,
simulations, and role plays.

Th ey all appreciated the fact

that there were no tests in the program, but some were
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concerned about the tremendous amount of writing and read ing
required.
As the program progressed and the students became more
familiar with the expectations and the situation, the
response to the non-traditional approach to learn ing was
very positive.

Some students even commented that th ey

couldn't believe that learning could be so enjoyable.

The

students also felt that the freedom t his approach allowed
them in expressing their viewpoints provided a more thorough
understanding of the concepts presented than a more
traditional approach.
Learning
Although the general expectation with any course of
study is that students will increase their knowledge and
learning in a particular content area, the comments that
students made were more focused on learning in general.
These comments fell i nto four categories.

First of all, t he

students gained insights into the process of learning.
Second, they seemed to be learning about themselves.

Third,

in addition to learning about themselves, they seemed to be
learning about other students in the class.

Finally and

most importantly, they seemed to be learning how t o apply
what they had learned from class to the i r everyday lives.
The i ns ights that the students gained about learning in
general seemed to deepen as the program progressed.
Initially, the students expressed an appreciation for
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learning in a non-traditional approach.

They also

recognized the value of the group as a means of learning
wi th i ts focus on sharing different viewpoints.

They were

surprised that learning could be fun, and appreciated the
fact that they were learning how to learn, and that they
were being given a method on how to think about things.
Some of the students even expressed an appreciation for the
use of journals as a way of distilling their thinking on a
particular topic.
Because they were becoming more reflective about
learning, they shared some valuable insights about what
things really had an impact on their learning .

The four

areas that s t udents perceived as important to their learning
were; the teacher, the other students, themselves, and the
content.

Most of the students felt tha t it was the

relationship wi t h the t eacher that had the most impact on
their learning with a positive relationship wi t h a teacher
having a positive i mpact, and a negative relationship with a
teacher having the opposite effect.

Another important

aspect of learning was the other students in class.

The

students perceived that their classmates provided valuabl e
insights that an individual s t udent could not gain
otherwise .

In addition to seeing the contributions that

were made by the teacher and their classmates, some of the
students felt that they themselves were i mportant to
learning.

In other words, without the motivation to learn
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and the ability to relate to what t hey were learning in a
meani ngful wa y, they as individual learners would not be
abl e to l earn.

In regard to content or subject matter, the

students e xpres sed the importance of what was covered in
class being interesting or relevant.

In general, the key

i dea that the students expressed was that for learning to be
successful the student needs a relationship with the
teacher, their c l assmates, and the material that was being
presented.

According to these s t udents, it appeared that

without meaningful relationships in these four areas
learning would be adversely affect ed.
Le arning about themselves and recognizing the various
learning skills t hat they were deve l oping seemed to be very
important to these students.

I n i t ially, s t udents not iced

that they were learning how to learn .

They sensed that they

were developing skills of analysis and becoming more aware
of human behavior which in turn was building t heir
confidence as learners.

Along wi th this increase in

awareness, students were also seeing tha t they were becoming
more tolerant of differences in others and were more open to
other viewpoints because of the new understanding that they
had gained.
Another i mportant aspect of learning to these s t udents
was the interaction with the group .

The student s seemed to

recognize and value the learning t hat they were gaini ng from
their classmates.

Most of the students expressed
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appreciation for the diverse viewpoints o f their classmates .
They also felt that th ey were learning more about human
behavior a nd i ts mot ivations and ways to deal with it by
observing the i nteractions tha t took place i n class .
Although the students saw the impact that their classmates
had on their learning , this impact could be either positive
or negat ive .

An example of thi s was that other student s

could dom i n a t e c l assroom inte ract ions and t h us potentially
h inder other student s' learning .

As the program progressed

the student s were also applying some o f the concepts t hat
they had learned in the courses to understand thei r
classma t es better .
The area that, perhaps most surprisi ng ly, seemed to be
most important to the students was tha t they were able t o
apply the th i n gs that they were learning in class to their
lives .

For some o f t he students , what they were learning

could be appl ied to t heir work si tua t i ons , and t hey could
see positive results from these applicat ions .

Other

students were trying to app l y their learning to a p e rsonal,
family situa t ion .
resu l ts.

For some, this too showed positive

If the students were not able to directly apply a

theory or concept that they had l earned fro m class, t hey
could sti ll see how they might apply i t in the future , or
they recogn i zed that their incr eased l eve l of awareness and
to lerance of human behavior was also valuable outside of
class.

Not only were the s tudents increasing their level of
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awareness of human behavior in general, but they were also
becoming more aware of and more reflective about their own
learning and what could affect it .
Change
Since some adult educat ion theorists, such as Mezirow
(1991), see education as transformative, it seemed important
to see how the students fe l t they had changed over the
course of this study.

The changes that the students noticed

fe ll into three general categories; changes in themselves,
changes in the group as a whole, and also changes in other
individual classmates.

The two major changes that seemed to

occur were in developing a greater awareness o f human
behavior and an increase in self-confidence.
In looking at their own individual changes, the
students became more reflective as the prog ram progressed.
Ini t ially, the major change tha t students perceived was an
increase in awareness and understanding.

They seemed

genuinely delighted that they were now seeing the world
differently.

As the courses progressed, the students saw

more specific personal growth, such as improved
communication, or challenging themselves to do something
unfamiliar.

They found that they were better able to

observe and analyze human behavior and not be as judgmental
about i t.

All of this perceived growth also led them to see

themselves as more confident and competent and able to
understand themselves better.
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As a group, the change that was noted the most was that
they had become an even more cohesive group.

As they

learned more about each othe r, there seemed to be an
increased appreciation for the other members of the group,
and they sensed that they as a group were becoming closer.
They also perceived the group as becoming even more
accepting and more open t o the other members of the group .
The major change here was the sense that the initial close
relationship t hat this group had established from the
beginning was de e pening.
In considering specific members of the group where
change was noticed most, t he major change that was noticed
was an increase in confidence or becoming more open and
accepting.

The specific students who were mentioned as

c hanging the most were Richard, Jessica, and Cindy .

Of

those s t udents, Jessica and Cindy seemed to be contributing
more and seemed to have increased self- confi dence.

Since

the only male, Richard, was in a un ique posit i on, the group
saw him as loosening up a nd really becoming more accept ed by
the group.

Other individual students who were mentioned

were cited for their mellowing or calming down or for being
more accepting .

Specific s tuden t s in the group, then, were

seen as changing to becoming more genui ne in who they were.
Synthesis of Teacher Perceptions
Although the three teachers in this study were all
unique individuals, some of their viewpoints on t eaching and
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their s tudents prove d to be amazingly s i milar.

In general ,

these three teachers loved teaching and f ound teach ing
adu l ts particularly rewardi ng.

They all g enuinely liked

th i s particular group of students, and would have taught
them again if the opportunity arose .

The d esire to do the

best teaching job they could was also a common desire these
teachers all shared .
Description
Although th is group of teachers came from very
different backgrounds, they did share some simila r personal
characteristics that were surprising.

However, i n l ooking

at t heir differences, i t is i nteresting to note that in
general characteristics they shared noth i ng in common as far
as gender, age, ethnic or family background.

They were :

Kate, a white, 26 year o ld female; Joe, a white, 40 is h male;
and Donna, a black, 40ish f emale.

They had originally come

from different parts of the country and had lived in a
var iety of different settings as well .

Aside from that they

all had similar personality preferences (extravert,
intu i t ive , th i nk ing, j udging [ ENTJ ] ) according t o the
Kei rsey Tempe rament Sort er (Keirsey and Bates, 1978), and
r epresentational systems (digital) according to the
Representat i onal System Bias Test (Lewis a nd Pucelik, 1982).
The onl y d ifferences were in conflict resolution s tyles a nd
learning styles, as measured by the Thomas-Kilmann Conflict
Mode Instrument (Thomas and Kilmann, 1974) and the Learn i ng
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Style Inventory (Kolb, 1981).

In confl ict s t yle, Kate and

Donna were both compromisers, and Joe was an avoider.

In

learning styles, Kate and Donna were accommodators, and Joe
was a converger.
Another difference was their educational background.
Kate and Donna had Master's degrees, and Joe had a
doctorate .

Kate had both a Bachelor of Arts and a Master of

Arts in Speech/Communication.

Donna had a Bachelor of

Science in Education with history as her major a nd
communication and political science as her minors, and also
a Master of Arts in Education.

Like Donna, Joe had a

Bachelor o f Science in Education, but his majors were in
communication and psychology.
both in Psychology.

Joe's M. A. and Ph . D. were

The only similarity among these

teachers was that at some point in their education they had
all studi ed communi cati on.
The training that each received in education was also
very different.

Kate had no forma l teacher training, while

Donna and Joe both had a Bachelor of Science in Education.
Their teaching experiences were also varied.

Kate had only

taught either college undergraduates or adult professionals.
Donna had taught everything from pre-school through college,
and Joe had taught only in traditional institutions of
higher learning.

The length o f teaching experience also

varied from five years to thirty some years.

Although their

backgrounds and education were definitely different, there
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were some int rigu ing similarities in t he i r view of teaching
and their view o f the students.
Perception of the Teacher
For each of these teachers, the perceived role of a
teacher was someone who encouraged the students to grow and
learn.

To see students grasp an idea or change their way of

thinking seemed to be what made teaching exciting for each
of these teachers.

They also valued being an important part

of the learning process.

They all felt a strong

responsibility fo r getting each student to learn and grow .
Teaching was also viewed as a way for these teachers to
continue growing and learning themselves.

This growth could

either be in the way they taught or it could be in gaining
new insights into the content or subject matter of what they
were teaching .

This ability to grow and change was

particularly important to both Kate and Donna.

These two

teachers also felt that the role of the teacher was to
relate to the students on a personal level and to be able to
adapt and change their methods and style of teach i ng to f i t
the different students that they encountered.

Joe, on the

other hand, didn't seem to be as involved with the students
personally.

He also recognized that he needed to be more

adaptab le in his teaching style, but expressed that he was
h aving difficulty achieving that level of flexibility.
In considering their personal role as a teacher, all of
these teachers shared the view that they wanted to be the
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best teacher the y could be.

They took great pride in thei r

work and spent many hours prepa r ing for each c l ass so that
it would be a reward i ng experience f or their students.

They

all expressed the d esire to get t heir students excited about
the p articular course that they were teaching, and to
encourage the growth a nd learn ing of e v e ry student i n class.
Becau se of th i s strong sense of responsibility to the
students a nd to making the classroom experience the best
possible, they were also all strivi ng constantly to improve
their tea ching.

I n addition, they all saw teaching as a

production or a performance which could stern from the i r
training in the fi e l d o f speech/communication.

They had all

previously had some type of acting experience as well, with
Donna actually being a card carrying member of the Screen
Act ors Gu ild .

Beyond the se similarities, the teachers soon

revea led their differences.
Kate a n d Donna seemed to share the most similarities in
the i r approach to t h eir role as teach er.

They both fe l t

that establ ishing a rela t ionship with their students was
i mportant.

Th ey wanted t o presen t t hemselves as open,

approachable individuals who respected and valued each of
thei r students.

Joe also expressed a great deal of caring

and concern for his students, but he recogn ized that
students had a hard time at least

i n i t ially re lat ing t o him.

Kate and Donna also felt the awesome responsibi lit y of
serving as a role mode l for t h eir students.
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The methods

I

they used to teach were varied, and they both shared their
own personal experiences wi t h t heir s tudents as a way to
illustrate different concepts that they were teaching.

They

were also very reflective of their teaching and used their
observations and reflec tions to make on-goi ng changes i n
their teach i ng.

They both felt a need to reach a nd teach

every student that th ey had in class.

On the other hand,

although he was concerned about his students, Joe did not
seem as concerned about having a relationship with his
students .

Al though Joe viewed himself as being positive and

caring toward students, he knew that h is personali t y and
style of t eaching would onl y appeal to 80 or 90 percent o f
his students .

Although he also wanted to be th e perfect

teacher for all of his students, he had recognized the
impossibility of actually ach ieving that.

He was also

reflective o f his teaching, but approached i t in a more
objective wa y and realized that instead of changing his
style or approach to teaching that some of his tr ied and
true methods t ended to get a more posi t i ve response from the
students.
Perception o f Students
Since how teachers perceive t heir students can have an
impact on the teach ing/learning experience, it was
interesting to note how these three teachers perceived
students in general and how they p erceived this particular
group of students .

Because these teachers gene r ally liked
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teach i ng, their overall reaction to their students was
positive.
When these teachers were asked to ta lk about or th i nk
about what t hese s t udents would be like before actua ll y
me e t ing them, all of t he teachers were hesitant to make a n y
g e neralizations.

They preferred i n stead to see what the

studen t s were like for themselves.

Even the teachers, who

followed other teachers in the sequ ence and could h ave had
access to a lot of information on the s t udent s, did not want
to know anything about the students.

They essent i a ll y did

not want to be prejudiced toward the students , and want ed to
come to their own conclusions about t he students and their
behavior.

Donna, the final teacher in the sequence,

probably described t his best by pointi ng out tha t since each
t each er was different t hat t he students would react
different ly every time there was a new teacher.
teachers fe l t t hat

So these

it was the relationship that each teacher

establ i shed wi t h the student s that would det ermine a lot o f
the c l assroom outcomes.
Even though these teachers did not want to form their
own opinions of these students before they actua ll y met
them, t hey were able to identify some of the g e n e ra l
cha r acteristics that they had previously observed while
t eaching adult students .

All of the teachers found adult

stude nts to be responsible, dedicated, motivate d learn ers,
who would work harder than more traditiona l s t udents .
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Adu l t

students were seen as wanting to do well, but having a
certain anxiety about being able to succeed as s t udents, and
succeed in this program.

All of the teachers expect ed t hese

students to change and grow as a result of this educati ona l
experience.

Because the focus of this program was on group

interaction, Kate and Donna also expected t hat t he students
would come together as a cohesive group.

All of the

teachers were excited about the prospect of teaching th i s
group and knew that it wou ld be fun.
When the teachers finally met these students, i t was
interesting that they identified similar characteristics for
this group of students.

The first thing , that all of the

instructors noticed and commented on, was that this was a
very verbal, talka t ive group who liked expressing their
opinions.

They also noticed that this was a very cohesive

group with students who were respectf u l of others and very
supportive of other members of the group.

This perception

o f group cohesiveness was surprising because all the
teachers also noted the diversity in this group of students.
Not only was this group talkative and cohesive, but as the
teachers pointed out, these student s genuinely enjoyed being
together and found learning fun .

As the teachers expected,

the students all did want to do well, and except for one or
two students they were highly motivated to learn.

The

t eachers also noticed that t he self- confidence of the
stu dents seemed to increase during the duration of the
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course.

Overall, the teachers found this group to be a very

enjoyable, challenging group to teach.
In looking at the teachers' perceived students'
reaction to them as teachers, it seemed difficult for the
teachers to describe this.

It seemed more important to the

teachers to look at how they reacted to the students, rather
than look at the students reaction to the teachers.

The

focus for these teachers seemed to be more on the students
than on themselves.

However, even though the teachers were

reticent to look at how they might be corning across to the
students, both Kate and Donna felt that the students were
r eacting positively to them .

They based this impression on

the behavior of the students toward them.

They felt

accepted and included in the discussions outside of class,
and were invited to join the class for cel ebrations.

With

these two, there seemed to be a level of comfort that was
established with this group where the students could share
the ir own personal lives with the teacher.

In addition, the

students seemed to be having such a positive experience
learning wi th Kate and Donna that the students did not want
to leave when class was over.

Joe also felt that most of

the students reacted to him positively and liked his wa y of
teaching .

However, he also realized that there were certain

students who would not like him, but he was not sure who
those students wou l d be until the class was over, and he had
received the evaluations.

He apparently did not have as
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close a relationship with the students as Kate and Donna
did.
Although these teachers were all striving to encourage
growth and change in every student, their comments about
change were f ocused more on the group as a whole.

The major

change that they all noted was that the group seemed to
become more cohesive during the time that they were tak ing
that particular course.

They a l so noted that the students

were accepting and getting to know each other better.

Kate

and Donna noticed that the students who were initiall y
ta lkative were becoming quieter and the quiet students were
becoming more ta lkative.

All of the teachers a lso observed

a change in the students' thinking .

The change that the

teachers observed was that t he students were becoming more
aware and were improving t heir analytical ski lls.

This

seemed to contribute to the teachers' perception that the
confidence level of the students in general had increased .
All of the changes that these teachers observed were
perceived as positive.
Perception of Learning
Even though each of the teachers taught a different
subject, the anticipated learning outcomes seemed to focus
on more general things.

One thing that all of the teachers

hoped the students would gain from their course was a better
insight i nto human behavior.

Along with th is, they were

hoping that the s tuden ts would gain a greater understanding
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of themselves and as a consequence increase their awareness
of their own and ot hers' behavior.

The last two teachers,

J oe and Donna , also wa nted the s tud ents to change the way
they were thinking and be more critica l in their ana l y sis of
sit uations .
Since their expectations of student learning probably
had an effect on the actual outcomes, the teachers
i dentified in t heir s tudents some of the same learning they
had anticipated.

All of the teachers felt that the students

had learned the general concepts that were presented in each
of the courses .

In addition to this, they felt that the

students had learned how to interact with each other and had
l earned to appreciat e other viewpoi nts .

They also not iced

that the students learned to value t heir own comments and
gained a sense of self-confidence from this .

According to

these teachers, the students were also learning how to
learn, and particularly how to learn in a non-traditional
format .

The level of awareness and understanding that these

s t udents had for others and for human behavior was also
observed to have increased.
Personal Learning for Teacher
Since all of these t eachers were striving to make
changes in their teaching, it was not surprising to see them
re f l ect on what they learned from th i s e xperience .

Because

of their desire t o make changes a nd improve on their
teaching, each of the teachers felt that he/she could have
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done something differently or would make changes next time
hejshe taught this course.

For example, with a highly

verbal class like this one, all of the teachers recognized
that they really had to be on their toes and be very
flexible in their approach.

I n addition, they also felt

that they had gained new insights into the course content
from the different viewpoints that were brought up in class .
Even though the teachers were reflective about their
teaching and felt they had a new perspective on the subject
matter, the teacher's perceptions of this experience and
their teaching seemed to reinforce their previously held
beliefs about teaching and learning .
I n reflecting on their teaching, there were specific
aspects t hat these teachers mentioned.

For example, the

major th ing that Kate learned was that a class couldn't
always end on a positive note and that that was all right
for that to happen.

As he had previously hypothesized, Joe

found that the classroom setting had an initial impact on

his teaching.

In addition, he noticed that this particular

class did not seem concerned about what they had learned
previously or what they were going to be learning which was
somewhat different from other classes he had taught .

As

with previous classes, Donna real ized that she needed to be
more involved with certain students or they would get lost.
All of the teachers were surprised and delighted that they
were able to share their teaching experiences with a
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colleague.

They all pointed out that no one had previously

done this and that most institutions didn't seem to be
interested in how teachers felt about how they were
teaching.
Synthesis of Combined P erceptions
Similarities
Al though each of the teachers had a unique relationship
with th is group of s tudents, there were some key areas where
teachers and students perceived the teaching/learning
situation in a similar fashion .

First of all, t he general

areas that seemed to hold the most meaning for both teachers
and students were in the relationship that the students had
with each other, and the relationship that they had with the
teacher .

The area of least concern for both teachers and

students was the specific content or subject matter of each
course.

However, they all shared similar views that an

educat ional experience would result in change and growth
particularly in the students.
The general perception of the group as a whole by all
participants was that this was a very talkative group.
Al though everyone also recognized how diverse th is group
was, they did point out how very cohesive, and accepting i t
was.

Both teachers and students all perceived that they

were all learning a lot from each other.

Students were

learning from other students and the teacher, and the
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teacher was learning from the c l ass as well.

They all

shared a desire to l earn and grow .
In looking at the simi l arities in the relationship
between teachers and students, it was interesting to note
that all of the teachers felt t hat they had a positive
re lationship with the student s and for the most part the
students felt similarly.

When looking at specific

characteristics of each of the teachers, both the teachers
and the students tended to correctly identify the same
personal traits and also the same characteristics of
teaching style.

In other words, the teachers perceived

themselves as individuals and their t eachi ng methods in the
same way that their students perceived these same
characteristics.
I n the area of change, bot h the teachers and th e
students recognized similar changes occurring.

One change

t hat was observed by all was how cohesive this group
continued to become.

In addition, both teachers and

students perceived a n increase in the general level of selfconfidence for t he group as a whole , wi th Cindy, Jessica and
Richard being readily identi fied as having changed the most.
Everyone noticed that for cindy and Jessica their levels of
i nteraction had i ncreased, and that they were more confident
in expressing their viewpoints.
into the group more .

Richard was seen as fitting

Everyone recognized that the whole

group of students had definitely grown in their awareness of
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human behavior and the ir a bility to step back and analysis
it.

They all saw how the students had ta k e n t heir l earn i ng

and been abl e to apply it to the i r lives .
Overall, the thing that seemed to have the most meaning
for a ll concerned was the social aspect of learning.

What

was important to all of the participants in this educational
endeavor was the relat i onships that they were developi ng
with the others in the class and with the teacher.

In

addition, the i ncreas e in awareness a nd understanding of
human behavior seemed to be applied to the relat ions hips
that were occurring .
Differences
Because al l of the participants i n th is study are
unique individuals, most of the differences t hat were
not i ced were d ue to ind i v i dua l differences.

Other perceived

differences, especially between teach ers and students,
seemed to arise beca use the student s had a different
re lat i onshi p wi th their classmates than the teacher did .

As

such, the students were able to pick up on more in-d epth
issues and r e lationsh i ps that were occurring with other
students a nd were more observant of chan g es i n student
behavior due to having more knowledge o f each student over a
longer period o f t i me.
One key diff erence was that e ach of the teachers
established a d iffere n t t ype of rel at i onsh i p with the
students.

Kate and Donna seemed t o have a closer
271

re l at i onship to the students than Joe, and as such their
perception o f wha t was occurring in c l ass was mor e i n tune
with what the student s we r e perceiving about their
educational experience.
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CHAPTER FIVE
DISCUSSION/CONCLUSIONS
The primary focus of t his research endeavor was to
explore and gain an unde r standi ng of the meaning that
students and t eachers attached to their educational
experience, and t o see what impact that had on the
teach i ng/learning process .

Although an educational

expe r ience is complex and involves a var iety of component s,
certain e l ements began to emerge as more i mportant than
others as the stori es of both t he s t udents and the teachers
began to unfold .

The students a nd teachers also reve aled

through t heir c omments t hat what they f ound meaningful had
a n i mpact on their learning and t e aching .

It is just those

key aspects t ha t were seen as both me a ning f ul and i mportant
f r om t he perspecti ve o f the s tudents a nd teachers, and the
i mpact those key aspect s had on teach i ng a nd learn ing t hat
wi ll be discussed in t his s e ction .

I n a ddition, a

discussion of the role of the researche r in this r esear c h is
a l so included.
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Key Aspects that were Meaningful
As revealed by the students and the teachers in this
study, what was most meaningful and important to them was
the relat i onship aspect of the expe ri e nce .

From the stude nt

persp ective , the key aspects we r e t heir relationship with
t heir t e acher , their relationship with their classmates, a nd
their r elat ionship with themselve s .

Similarly for the

teachers, the relationship they deve loped with their
students, and the relationships that the students had with
each other were perceived as important and essential to the
teaching/learning experience .
Student Perspective
When s tudents were specifica lly asked which part of the
educat ional experience was most important or meaningful to
their lear ning, their responses identified the teacher, the
other students, themselves, and the content (in this
context, interpreted as subject matter ) , with the teacher
being identified by more students as being most important.
As Mealman (1991) also found, several of the students had
difficulty separating out the most meaningful aspect of
their e ducat ional experience since t he y saw all of these
component s i nextricably interrelated .

This perception of

the interaction of educational infl uences was also
consistent with Schubert's (1986) broad view of curriculum
as "the entire culture of the classroom.

Everything that

happens there, everything that could influence a student, is
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assumed to fall within the four commonplaces" (p . 301).
These four commonplaces are " teachers, learners, subject
matter, and milieu'' (p. 301).

It is interesting to note

that the students i n this study did not identify milieu or
context as an important influence on their learning, but
instead focused more on themselves as individual learners
having an impact on their learning .
Of the four student generated aspects, I noticed that

in general the students were most concerned about 1) their
relationship with the teacher, 2) their relationship to the
other students, 3) their own personal issues; and they were
least concerned about 4) the content or subject matter of
the course .

This ordering of importance seemed somewhat

antithetical to a more traditiona l model of education in
which the communication of some type o f objective knowledge
is central.

So the following discussion will pay special

attention to understanding this phenomenon.
student Relationship with Teacher
Since the relationship with the teacher was seen as
most important to the students' learning, an understanding
of this relationship and the effect it had on student
learning seemed essential.

In general, the students felt

that their relationship with the teacher had either a
positive, or negati ve effect on their learning.

Based on

the interviews, the students suggested that a teacher who
was well liked by the class had the most positive effect on
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student learning.

On the other hand, negative e xperiences

wi th a teacher seemed to have a negative impact on student
learning.

This was also indicated by Weston (1993) in

reference t o younger learners when he stated, " t he k i nd and
quality o f the learner;teacher relationship a child
experience s in school will either positively or negatively
affect th e child's perception of school and of learn i ng" (p .
845).

Although most of the students i n this group expressed

having had a positive experience with all of the teachers,
it is interesting to note which students had a positive,
negative, or neutral experience with which teachers.

Some

of the infl uences on the students ' perception of this
relationship that were identified by the students were the
teacher ' s perceived willingness to have a relationship, the
teacher's perception of the students, the teacher's style o f
t eaching, and the student ' s past experiences with t eachers .
In this study, the teachers that t he students on the
whole viewed as having a positive influence were those who
valued their students and their relationship with the
students .

From their past experience either as a student or

as a teacher, these teachers, who were percei ved positively,
realized how important it was to re l a t e to students and to
understand the students' viewpoint .

Donna, who was

particularly well liked by the students and viewed by them
as a positive influence, had a vast experience teaching a
variety of levels.

It was from these experiences that she
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realized the importance of establishing a relationship with
the students by respecting them, getting them involved in
their own learning, and communicating to them that she
rea lly cared about them and their learning.

The students

seemed to sense this genuine caring and concern and found i t
easy to relate to Donna.

Dodd (1995) supported this by

saying that,
by inviting students to share their feelings and
perceptions, teachers can establish positive
relationships with them and thus mi n i mize
classroom problems. But even more important, they
will discover how to modify the ir teach i ng methods
and personalize assignments in ways that engage
students in learning. (p. 66)
on the other hand, Joe, who also cared about the students
and wanted students to share their ideas and feelings with
him, was perceived differently, and students had some
difficulty re l a t ing to him.

Perhaps it was Joe's past

experience teaching t radi tional undergraduates i n large
lecture hall settings where there was little opportunity to
work closely with the students or to be i nvolved with them
on a more personal level that may have influenced his
ability to establish the kind of relationship he would have
liked to establish.

One of the difficulties several of the

students ident ified in relating to Joe was a perceived
aloofness that could have contributed to their negative
perception.

In fact, one of the students thought that Joe

appeared to "have a wall up and wasn't real with them."
contrast, Kate and Donna were seen as much more
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approachable.

This corresponded to what Weston (1993) found

wi th younger children,
What all of the above appears to suggest is that i n
order to reach a nd teach young children, a teacher must
first be able to connect with them in a kind, loving,
and nurturing way. The teacher must also be accessible
to the childr en both physically and emoti onally. This
k i nd of relationship is essential for a posit i v e
bonding between a teacher and child to occur. Based
upon my own experience, and from listening to the
children at Dawson and Deer Park, I believe th is kind
o f bondi ng between a teacher and his or her children is
absolutely necessary in order for young children to be
able to l earn anything in school. That i s, anything
other t ha n to be afraid of adults, and how to obey
authority. (p . 845)
Forty years earlier, Manbeck (1953) had a similar fi nd i ng
when he interviewed high school students and found their
perception o f an effective teacher was one who possessed
''qualities of personality which foster re lationships
satisfying to the pupil'' ( p. 134) .

I n general, being

perceived by the students as open to establishing a
relationship and being approachable as a person were
i mportant characteristics of the perceived positive
relationship between teacher and s tudents .
Successf u lly communicating a teacher's belief t hat t he
student had the ability and could succeed in school seemed
to be another element in the perceived positive or negative
r elat ionship tha t a student had with a t eacher.

Although

all of the teachers reported t hat they wante d t he students
to grow and change, Kate and Donna believed that every
student in the class woul d succeed, and that i t was the i r
job to help those s tudents succeed.
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Even though Joe

recognized and val ued growth in his students, he felt that
there were certain students who were just not as capable of
learning the material.

This difference in teacher attitude

and perception of the students could have contributed to the
students' differing reactions to the teachers.

As Rosenthal

and Jacobson (1968) pointed out in their studies on the
Pygmalion Effect, teacher expectations d i d have a n impact on
student learning, and these students percei ved their
relationship more positively with the teachers who believed
the students would succeed.
The teacher's style of teach i ng was a l so identified as
having contributed to the percepti on students had of the
teacher and their relationship to that teacher.

Kate and

Donna saw themselves as part of the group and saw their role
as gui ding the discussions that occurred and pointing out
important learning opportunitie s.

The y wer e much more

relaxed in their approach to the structure of the class and
allowed the students to determine what they wanted to learn
from the c l ass.

On the other hand, Joe had a specific

agenda to accomplish, and the students were well aware of
this.

Joe was also more comfortable with the lecture method

instead of the more discussion based method employed by the
other teachers.

For some students who were more comfortable

with t raditional classroom settings, this more structured
teacher was a positive experience.

However, for those

students who wanted to be active participants in their
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l e arning and who liked t he non-traditional approach of
d i scussi ons, simulations, and r o le p l ays , th i s more
s t r uc tur ed approa ch was viewed negati vely be cause i t d i d not
a llow f or the t yp e o f learning the s t udents fel t was
necessary .

In his review o f research on teache r

effecti veness i n adult educat i on , Lindsay (1984) a l s o f ound
" that a mor e indirect method, i n wh ich the learne r s
contributed dec i sions to their own lear ning experiences, may
have been more bene f i c i al for adu l t s t han was the more
d idacti c emphasis on de l ivering cont ent in t ask-achiev ement
manner" (p . 5).

I t appears that with adul t students a non-

t radi t i ona l styl e of teach i ng wit h more student i nvolvement
may be regarded more positively.
Finally , t he s tudent's past experi ence with school and
teache rs was ident ifi ed as ha v ing had a n effect on his or
her react i on t o and pe rce pt i on of t he teachers in this
study .

Most o f t he student s in th i s program were r eturning

adu l t students and as such had discontinued t he i r e ducat i o n
for a number of reasons.

I n t h e case of this part icular

group, a numbe r of students descri bed v e ry negati ve
experie nces wi t h t r a d itional e ducation which seeme d to have
negat i vel y i n fl uenc e d how they perceived c e rta in t e ache rs in
thi s program .

Si nce t h e se students wer e not as succe ssfu l

wi th a mor e tradit iona l , l e cture style appr oach i n t he
classroom , this c oul d have contributed t o the students '
negative r eac t ion to Joe ' s style o f t eaching .
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On the other

hand, Kate 's and Donna's more accepting, nurturing approach
could have been viewed more positive ly because it did not
remind the students of their past failures with schooling .
Ma ny of the students were surprised at how much fun learning
was now in a non-traditional way , and those teachers who
rei n f orced t hat style of learn i ng were also perceived as
enjoyable .

I n addition, many of t h e s t udents expressed an

insecurity and lack of self-confidence, especially with
their l e arning.

This lack of confidence could also have

predisposed them to viewing teache rs with more accepting,
supporti ve and nurturing characteristics in a more positive
light, while a more demanding, s tructured t eacher would have
reinforced some of their i nsecurities and t hus have been
regarded negatively.

Past e xperience wi th school, t hen,

seemed to have an almost predict able influence on the
students' perception o f different teachers and their style
of teaching.
Initially, it was hoped that diff e rences on the various
assessme nt instruments used in this s t udy might suggest a
way of predicting student reactions a nd perceptions of t h e ir
re l ations h i p to the different teachers .

In actuality, th e

resul t s on these assessments were only u seful in providing
an intu iti v e guide for interpret ing s t udent comments.

In

order to give an idea of the type of information obtained
from these assessments, the following is a summary of that
information .

First, all of the teac hers were the same
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temperament type (ENTJ) as determined by the Keirsey
Temperament Sorter (Keirsey and Bates, 1978), so temperament
type could not be used to distinguish among the different
reactions and relationships that were established.
Similarly, on the Representational System Bias Test (Lewis
and Pucelik, 1982), the teachers also all preferred the
digital or metacognitive mode in processing information.
Once again, this provided little information to
d ifferentiate among the teachers .
The r e were, however, teacher differences on the ThomasKilmann conflict Mode Instrument (Thomas and Kilmann, 1974),
and the Learning-Style Inventory (Kolb, 1981).

On the

Thomas-Kilmann Conflict Mode Instrument (Thomas and Kilmann,
19 74), Kate and Donna scored high on compromising to resolve
conflict as did most of the students.
hand, scored very high in avoiding.

Joe, on the other
Since avoiding did not

match wi t h the students' primary methods of resolving
conflict, this provided some additional i ns ights into the
students' perceptions of this instructor as being "not real"
or unapproachable.

In addition, on the Learning-Style

Inventory (Kolb, 1981), Kate and Donna scored h igh as
Accommodators, and Joe scored h igh as a converger.

Since

most of the students scored high as Accommodators, this
shared similarity with Kate and Donna could have had an
effect on the students' perception of these two t eachers.
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Group Relationships
Another area that students focused on as important was
their r elationship to the other members of the group.

The

value they placed on their interactions with other learners
seemed to be an i mportant aspect or influence on individual
learn i ng.

In understanding the importance of this

relationship and i ts effect on their learning, I noticed
that certain things seemed to influence their perception of
this relationship.

One was the experience base that other

students brought to the learning situation, and the other
was the basic premise of the program and the sequence of
courses .
First, the students continually expressed appreciation
for the wide range of experiences, i ns ights and perspectives
that other students shared in class.

This sharing by other

students seemed to add new understandings and ways of
th i nk i ng about issues that some students had not previously
considered.

The general f eeling that emerged from the

interviews was that this sharing seemed to add a richness to
the learning that was experienced.
Of course, the value placed on other students' input
might simply have been influenced by the basic premise of
the program and by the sequence of the courses.

Since the

students were told at the beginning of the program that
t heir fellow classmates were an i mportant part of their
learning, this idea could have influenced thei r responses
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and dete rmine d what they saw as i mporta nt to t heir learn i n g.
In addition, the first course i n the sequence , Dynamics o f
Group Behavi or, fur t her supported this idea of t h e
importan ce o f the group , a n d h ad as o ne of i t s o b j e c t ives
g e tti n g the group to work as a cohes i ve whole.

With th is

emphasis in the program o n the importance of t h e group to
each ind i v i dual ' s learn i ng, i t was poss i ble that the
stud ents' report i ng of the importance of the group was
me r el y a r eite r a t i on o f what t h ey h ad bee n t o l d was
important .

Also, si nce the c our ses under exami nat ion in

this study all focused on gett i ng t o know and understan d the
relationsh i ps between people bet ter, it is possible t hat t he
students f ound re l at i onships with t h e othe r s i n t he class to
be i mportant b ecause they were be i ng encouraged t o l ook at
those s p e c i fic r e lationships.
In trying to und e r s t a nd the effe c ts o f the group o n the
i nd i v i dua l' s l earning or t h e mean i ng construc t ed of the
l earni ng exper i e nce, t he students seemed t o indicate that
t h ese e ff e c t s c o uld b e e ither pos i t i ve or negative.

To

i l lus t rat e f rom th e inte r v i ews, the studen ts ' perce pti o n of
the group was gener a lly positive wi th the gro up b e ing
desc ribed as ve r y a cce p ting a nd sup portive .

As such, many

o f the stu d e nt s saw t h e group as a safe place for them to
risk n e w behavior (i.e., ind iv i d u al presen tat i ons ) .

This

t r y i ng out of n ew beh aviors and f ee l i n g free to openly
expr ess th ei r o pinions seemed to have a positive effect o n
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student learn i ng a nd growth.

On the negative side, there

were specific group behaviors that frustrated d i ffe r ent
students and seemed to have a negative effect on their
l earn i ng.

I n the interviews , when the students described

the group as t alkat ive, this was seen as both a positive and
negative attribute.

As a positive , this characteristic

enhance d the sharing that occurred; b ut as a negative, this
tal kati veness was seen as disruptive with students o f ten so
eager to share that they would talk over oth er students or
would not l et other students complet e the i r thought s.

In

addition, many side conversations would be go i ng on at once
mak i ng i t difficult for other students to make sense o f what
was being said .
In sharing personal experiences with the group, t h e
students also saw this as both positive and negat ive .

As a

positive, t his sharing of experiences provi ded new i ns ight s
into other members of the class and t o the concepts being
present e d .

As a negative, students began to d escr ibe class

sessions as group therapy with people constantly bringing in
the i r personal problems .

Some of t he student s fel t that

these personal prob l ems or experiences did not r elat e to the
subject matte r of the course and as such were not
contributing to their indiv i dua l learn ing .

In addition, the

student s also began to realize t hat certain s tudent s had
their own personal agendas and that any concept or topi c
that was brought up for d iscussion wou ld eventuall y be
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brought around to t hose personal i ssues, which were usually
racial, g ender, or life style issues .

This was seen by some

student s as r ehashing old issue s a nd not contributing in a
positive way t o any new learning .

In general, the group was

viewed as import ant to their learn i ng beca use of the
di f ferent e xperiences and perspectives e a c h student brought
to the r elationship, but the e ff ect of the group on student
learning was both positive and negat ive .
Individual
Not only were the relationship with the teacher and the
group important to these students, but they also saw how
i mport ant th e self and self-moti vati on were to learning .
Focusing on th emselves as learners as being an important
part of the learning experience c ould also stern from a
variety of influences.
First of all, since the emphasis of the program was on
sharing student experiences, this could have had an impact
on their perception of themselves as important to the
learning process.

Since it was frequently mentioned in the

instruc t i onal gu ides that stud ent discussion and sharing of
exper ience s was i mportant , it was c l ear tha t the program was
des i gned to encourage students t o share their personal
experi ences and to relate their lear ning to their own lives .
In addition, most of the course assignments or evaluation
pieces focused on analyzing the s t ude nt's experiences in
light of course concepts.

As such, the students were much
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more focused on themselves and their own learning instead of
any specific subject matter issues.

Furthermore, consistent

with the theme of the three courses covered, if the students
were hearing from their classmates and teachers that they as
individuals were valuable and that their opinions and
experiences were important, this could have influenced the
students' thinking as well.
Since adults have a number of commitments in their
lives outside of school, some of the students began to
recognize that these outside demands were having an effect
on their learning.

To some students, their life outside of

the classroom was seen as very supportive and encouraging of
their learning.

In fact, some of what they were learning in

class could be directly applied to their situations outside
of class wi th some positive results.

This application of

their learning was considered as an important part of their
learning .

Mealman (1991) found this to be true with the

adult students he studied.

On the other hand, some students

found that the pressures and demands of their family were
too much along with the pressures of school, and this made
i t hard for the students to focus on classroom work.
However, regardless of these outside demands, the students
felt that without the desire and motivation on the part of
the individual student to learn that nothing would be
learned .
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content
From the interviews, I understood the students'
references t o the term content to mean subject matter.

With

this understanding in mind, of the four key aspects
ment ioned previously, the content or subject matter of the
courses seemed to be the least meaningful and least
importan t to the students.

In attempting to understand this

seeming lack of importance of the subject matter, the
students' comments revealed that the students' past
experience and the format of the program seemed to have an
i n fl u ence on their perception of the subject matter.
Fi rst of a ll, the students' perception of the subject
matter and the subsequent mean ing and importance they
attached to it cou l d have been influenced by their past
experience with that subject matter.

Some of the ideas from

Ma l colm Knowles (1984) on adult education could offer some
insights.

As Knowles points out, adu l t students focus more

on learning things that can be directly applied to the ir
lives and that satisfy their need to know.

As a number of

students pointed out, the courses under study did not
provide any new information or knowledge to them.

Most of

them had either experienced the subject matter of the
courses for t hemselves in their da il y lives or learned the
course concepts previously on their own or in another
educational setting.

In this case, since these students had

already learned the concepts, their need to know was not
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presen t .

Al though the s u bject matter was not new to them,

the s tuden t s did recogn ize tha t t he information and con cepts
that were presented to them reinforced the i r prior l e arning
a n djor gave them n ew l abels for behav i ors of which they were
a l r e a d y aware or actua ll y usi n g .

Th e s t ude n t s' s t rong

i n terest i n s tudy i ng human b e havior cou ld also have
contri buted to a familiarity with the subject matter of
these cour ses.
Second, the format of the program cou ld also have
contr i b u t e d t o t he lack of importance t he s t udents ascribed
to t he subject matter o f the course.
designed according to Knowles '

Since this program was

(1984) theory where concept s

and t heor ies presented in the c l assroom are applied to real
life cont ext s, t his focus on the application of the concept ,
then, may have become mor e important than the concept
itself .

In other word s , the students may have been

r eflecting t h is focu s on application, a n d consequently
regard i ng t he s u bject matt er as less i mportant or valuable
t o t hem .

An o t her possibili t y is that the students coul d

have int erpreted t he subject matter as mean i ngfu l on l y i n
the con t ext of its applicability .

Re gard less of what

i nf l uenced thei r per ception of the con tent or subject matter
of the course, these s tudent s did not find i t as meaningf u l
or i mport a nt t o t he ir l earning as their re l ati onsh i ps wi t h
their teachers and classmates .
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Teacher Persoective
When asked what part or parts of the educational
experience were most meaningful or important to the
teachers, their unanimous response was the students .

What

these teachers found most rewarding was the joy of watching
the students grow and change.

They enjoyed the interaction

with the students and liked to watch how each student and
the group as a whole were changing in their levels of
awareness and i n their self-confidence.

Kate and Donna

strongly valued the relationship that they had with their
students, and they both felt that they were learning along
with their students.

Since all of the teachers loved

learning themselves, it is possible that they took great
satisfaction in seeing that others shared their interest.
This interest in their students and in the relationships
that were developing in the classroom could also be related
to the fact that all of these teachers had chosen the field
of human behavior and, in particular, communication as
something they enjoyed studying themselves.
Common Understandings
In looking for the common understandings and
perceptions that teachers and students divulged, what
emerged were indeed areas where both the teachers and the
students focused on similar aspects of the teachi ngjlearning
experience .

Two key areas where student and teacher

perceptions were similar were in regard to the importance of
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interpersonal relationshi ps over subject matter, and the
change or lear ning that occurred in the students .
First of all, bot h the t eachers and the students seemed
to focus less on t he content or subject matter and more on
the teacher-student relationship.

Th i s emphasis on

relationships over content coul d be interpreted as the
teachers' recogni t ion of t he importance of establishing some
kind of rapport wi th the students in order to be effective
in the classroom.

These teachers could also have been

influenced i n th is area by the i r common background in
communication s t ud i es which emphasizes the need to assess
and adapt to t he audience i n order to effectively
communicate their message.

I n addition, the teachers '

personal objectives for the c l ass were to increase student
awareness of human behavi or and to foster critica l th i nk ing ,
so their focus was not on specific subject matter .

Since

the teachers focused more on the re l ationships in class
rather than the subject matter, it is possible the students
then reflected this interest and focused the i r energy and
time on the same issues.
Second, both teachers and students did seem to value
the relat i onships that were establish ed among the group
members.

This coul d be i nf l uenced by the students and

teachers shared interest i n human behavior .

Since both

teachers and students were drawn to this field of study, i t
seemed only natural that they would share this common value.
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One final area where teachers and students held common
percept ions was in the area of l earning or change.

Although

they approached it from different perspectives, both
teachers and students were interested in student learning or
change.

The students perceived t his learning as part of

t heir interest i n themse l ves as individuals, and the
teachers saw this learn ing as part of their relationship
with their students .

They both valued and recognized that

the students did become more aware of human behavior, showed
a deeper understanding of the motivations for behavior, and
showed an increase in self- confidence.

Part of this

awareness could be influenced by the students being
constantly encouraged to e xpand their awareness by each of
the i nst ructors in the program .

In addition, this emphasis

on change could be influenced by the program i tself (i . e .,
the instructional guides, t eacher selection, texts, etc.)
which was modeled on adult education theories (Crant on,
1993 ; Knowl e s, 1984; Kolb, 1984; Mezirow, 1991) and
practices t hat encourage growth and change.

The increase

in student self-confidence could be as simple as gai n i ng
experience and having repeated s uccesses for the s tudents ,
or it coul d be rel ated to the teach ers' bel ief that the
students could do well in class and t hus encouraged a sense
of self-confidence.

Once again the Pygmalion Effect

(Rosenthal and Jacobson, 1968) could be used to understand
this occurrence.
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To summarize, what the students and teachers found most
meaningful and had the most effect on thei r experi ence in
the c lassroom were their interpersonal r e lationships.

For

the students, this included t he relationships that they had
wi th the teacher , the other students and themse lves.

For

the teacher, their re lat ionsh ip with their students was of
prima r y importance.

Of least importance to both teachers

and students was the subject matter.

This emphasis on

interpersonal relat i onshi ps and de-emphasis on knowledge of
subj ect matter was also found by Manbeck (1953).
Impact on Learning and Teaching
Not only did this research attempt to gain an
understanding of what aspects were meaningfu l and i mportant
to the participants in their educat ional experience, but i t
was also concerned with understanding the impact t hose key
aspects had on learning and teaching.

One patter n t hat

emerged that might reasonabl y be interpreted as learning was
the issue of change which occurred over the course of this
study for bot h students and teachers.

For the students, the

changes they perceived focused on their own growth and
deve lopment as a person, and their increased awareness of
the behavior of others .

They were also able to perceive

similar changes in othe r members of their group.

The

teachers , on the other hand, noticed these changes in their
students but were l ess aware of any changes they had
experienced in themselves.

Since change was g enerally
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described i n more emotional terms , this suggested that the
affective aspects o f learning may be more i mportant to the
experience of l earning than the cognitive aspects.
Student Learning and Change
The first area where the students perceived a change
was in their own personal growth a nd development.

The

majority of the students in this study commented on how much
they had grown personally.

To Cindy, this change was very

dramatic to the point that she even felt that s he had
"devel oped a new persona."

Most of the other students saw

this change in themselves as an increase in self-confidence
and in their ability to handle d ifferent situa t i ons.

They

also described being more aware of who they were as a person
which i ncluded a deeper understanding of the i r personal
attri butes, their personality t ype, and t heir l earning
style.

This personal awareness was also revea l ed in

comments about becoming more aware of their own behavior as
it re l ated to others.

All of t hese perceived changes in

themselves and growth as individuals seemed t o be consistent
wi th the humanistic view of learning as personal
development .

Cranton (1994) summarized th i s theory as

follows, "the humanists of t he 1960s viewed learn i ng as
personal development resul t ing from interacti on wi th others
or as nondir ective facilitations of self- awareness" (p . 8) .
On the other hand, much of the reported changes that
occurred were marked by a highly emotional and affective
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component.

One such issue was how their underlying

emotional reaction to their c l assroom experience was having
an effect on their l earning.

The most dramatic example o f

th i s was Amy, when she pointed out that she just couldn't
learn when she was emotionally upset.

Or as she put it,

I'm just here physically because I have to be here
physically, but mentally I'm really not here. I hear
them talk i ng ... ! knew it was really interesting. I
couldn't get it. I tried, and I couldn't get it,
because I wasn't thinking about what she was saying. I
was thinking about what I had to do, and you can't
learn when you're not ready . You know, you can't just
sit down and say "Oh, I'm going to l earn this today."
You have to make sure that there's enough light, that
there's quiet , that you can concentrate, and that you
can get somethi ng out of it. So, it's really how you
fee l , and if you're ready to learn.
Other exampl es were Diane's emotional reaction to giving a
presentation, and Harri et's reaction to getting a low grade.
Diane's emotional reaction to giving a presentation was so
strong that she never even mentioned the content or subject
matter o f that presentation.

As she explained,

What I mostly learned was that even though I was scared
to the bottom of my toes, I was able to conquer that
and g i ve that presentation at the end. And that's a
really hard thing for me to do . I've volunteered to
flunk a class in college rather than give a speech.
Because I can walk into a c rowd, pick a group, and hold
the center of attention. But to stand up, all eyes on
me, focused, listening to what I have t o say, I fi ll my
boots .... I got tongue-tied, and my brain got tonguetied. I was shaken to the core.
So what Diane learned from that classroom experience was in
the emotional conquering of fear.

Harri et's experience also

revea l ed how emotions can interfere with learning.
described i t,
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As she

I had a great presentation, but i t was on t he whole
f ilm that I saw, and I was just amazed by the fact that
I wasn't l istening to what he said. I followed the
d irections i n the student guide, and not what he said,
and I d i dn 't get my A. I didn't crack a book for about
a week after that. I didn't even take my stuff out of
the trunk. I was really mort ified.
In this case, an emotional reaction to something that
happened in c lass had such a powerfu l impact on this s tudent
that she didn 't even want to learn.
Thi s observed emphasis on the mo r e emotional side of
the l earni ng experience seems to be consistent with some of
the new r esearch on the brain.

In his summary o f t hat

research for educators, Sylwester (1993-94) pointed out "the
powerful role that emotion p lays in regulating brain
activity" (p . 48).

Contrary to popular belief, this new

brai n research has revealed that the limbic system (or site
o f our emoti ons) has far more influence on the cortex (or
s i te o f l ogi c a nd cogni t ion) than the rev erse.

With emot ion

having such a powerf u l impact on the ir learning , this seemed
to be t rue for the students in th is study as well.
Anot her affective iss ue that also seemed to have an
impact on student l earning was the emotional aspects of the
interpersonal r elations hips that the students ha d with the i r
classmates and their t eachers.

To illustrate, the students

o ften expressed f rustrat ion with their classmat es and
occasi onally with a teacher.

Some of them even fe lt that

this frustrat i on interfered with their l e arning.

The most

common frustration expressed about a teacher was in trying
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to understand the assig nments.

As Harriet illustrated

above, this was particular ly upsetting to them when their
grade was l ower than expect ed because they had not
underst ood the assignment.
In regard to their classmates, a number of students
expressed frustrat i on with the l ack of focus and lack of
unde rstanding that they saw in t heir fe llow students.

For

example, Diane described t hat she
act ually in class lost my cool with somebody . ummm,
mostly Kat hy, but just the, the, the three of them
because I was gett ing no cooperation. So I had a
confrontation with members of the group, you know, subgroup . .. of frust ration and anger .. . I found it
interesting t hat ... Diane had that little blow-up. But
it was understandable because of the level of
frustrat i on t hat was bui l ding.
As a resul t of her frustration and s ubsequent outburst,
their discussion was unproductive, and Diane f e l t that she
had not learned anything.

Amy, as well , was f rustrated with

other students who didn 't understand , and expressed that
frustration by saying,
I t's amazi ng that I'm in a group with college students,
and it doesn't matter their age or their background.
The i n formation is in the book, it's written on the
board, and it's explained to us. And sti ll there are
five questions . "How many pages? When is it due?
What does it have to be about?" This is our third
summary paper. These people don 't get it .
So agai n, emotion had a powerful i mpact on student learn ing.
Since one of the general assumptions of educati on is
that some kind of cognitive change or growth will occur, it
was surprising that the students i n t h is s t udy consist ent ly
mentioned the emotional aspects o f t heir learning and made
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very little mention of any specific concepts that were
learned.

In looking specifically at the cognitive aspects

of their learning , t he students did perceive that their
awareness of human behavior and their ability to analyze
that behavior had increased.

However, since most of this

increased awareness was not related back to any specific
concepts, it was difficult to separate this out as a
specifically cognitive change.

In fact, to the contrary,

most of the changes the students reported were described in
terms of emotion, suggesting that the affective component of
learning was dominant.
However, there was one s tuden t, Cindy, whose changes in
the area of self-awareness were strikingly differen t from
the other students.

She began the program being very

factual and superficial in her thinking and by the end of
the program had developed, by her own account, into a very
reflective, critical thinker.

Since Cindy was so different

from the others with this change in thinking, I was curious
about this process .
In considering possible cognitive theories that might
help in understanding Cindy better, Mezirow's (1991) theory
of transformative learning seemed to provide the best
description of her change.

According to Mezirow (1991),

transformative learning progresses t hrough a number of steps
and involves critical self-reflection and a dialectic
interaction with others in order to reach a new level of
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thinking or synthesis .

As he describes it, transformative

learning
i nvo lves an enhanced level of awareness of the context
of one's beliefs and feelings, a critique of their
assumptions and particularl y premises, an assessment of
alternative perspectives, a decision to negate an old
perspective in favor of a new one or to make a
synthesis of old and new, an ability to take action
based upon the new perspective, and a desire to fit the
new perspective into the broader context of one's life.
(p. 161)
In applying Mezirow's (1991) t heory of transformative
l earning to Cindy's experience, it was clear that Cindy
developed a stronger sense of self, began to understand what
had shaped her beliefs, developed a new perspective in a
dialectic with her classmates and t eachers, and put her new
learning and perspective into practice.

By way of

illustration, Cindy went from being very shy and quiet with
little self-confidence at t he beginni ng of this study to
being very outgoing with a s trong sense of sel f, or as she
described i t, she "acquired her own voice."

This would fit

with Mezirow' s (1991) ''empowered sense of sel f'' (p. 161).
In addition, Cindy became more critical in examining
the influences on her thinking and her life .

As she

explained, all of her previous educational experiences in
the field of nursing were focused more on memorization and
did not require any independent or reflective thought.

In

this new non-traditional approach to learning, Cindy saw
herself as becoming more reflective , and she was actually
e n j oying formulating questions and sharing her new
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perspective .

I can attest to this change i n th i nk i ng in a

dialect ic that occurred between Cindy and me .

One week

cindy came up to me in class and asked, " Why do you always
ask why?"

What ensued was a discussion about ref lection and

critical thinking.

Although she was interest ed i n what I

was saying, she was not particularly convinced by my
explanation.

Several weeks later, she came to me again, and

this t i me said to me, " I know why you ask why, " which
indicated her synthesis of her new way of thi nki ng.

She

even revealed that she was putt ing this shift i n think i ng
into practice a t work.

Since reflection and a

transformation in perspective are key factors in
transforrnative learning, I felt t hat Cindy's experience
exemplified this type of learning .

Cindy seemed t o be

unique, since this dramatic transformation and change in
thinking did not seem to occur with the other students .
In considering the changes or learning that the
s tudent s experienced, it seemed that emotional issues or
affective aspects of learn ing were of primary importance.
In general , changes in cognition seemed to be inextricably
intertwined with the affec t ive elements .

This wou l d suggest

that both the affective as well as the cognitive aspects of
learning need to be considered in an educational experience.
Or as Beane (1990) suggested, "we must recognize the
presence o f all of them and seek ways to create
opportunities for creati vely integrating t hem" (p. 121).
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Teacher Learning and Change
Although all of t he teachers felt that they had learned
from their students and seemed to enjoy t he relat ionsh ips
that they had developed, there was little evidence of how
t his experience had impacted the i r own learn ing or change.
When asked to reflect on the ir teaching experience, they
would describe it as a positive experience and describe the
changes in t heir students, but they d i d not speci fically
describe what they had learned or how they had changed as a
result of this c lass .
In genera l, most of the teachers' insights into their
teaching experience seemed to reinforce t he previously held
beliefs that they had about students, teaching, and
l earni ng .

For example, all of the teachers expected t h at

they would be able to see the students change and grow, and
their experience with this class s u bst ant iat ed that belief .
Joe's hypothesis t hat an unfamiliar classroom setting made
him initially nervous was supported by his experience with
this class, as was h i s expectation that the s tudent s would
t ake some time to warm up to him as an ins t ructo r .

The idea

of staying on top of certain students in the class so they
would not fall behind in their learning was also reinforced
for Donna after teach ing th is class.

Kate, however,

appeared to h ave a change in her thinking about teaching
when she experienced a class session that did not end o n a
positive note.

Some of her students helped her realize that
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it was all right for t his t o happen because it was real
life .

In the future, Kate felt that she would not be upset

if the classroom experience was not always positive .

Aside

from this i ncident, the teachers were not able to perceive
any changes in their thinking about teaching .

They were,

however, p l eased to share their thoughts and insights about
their teaching with a colleague.
It appears from what the students and teachers revea led
about the important aspects of their experience in the
classroom and the impact it had on their learning and
teaching, that personal , emotional, and relational issues
are i mportant and do have an impact on student l earning, but
have less of an impact on learning or change i n teachers.
In addition, this study revealed that the interpersona l
relat i onships in the classroom were more important to
student s and teachers than the sub j ect matter or course
content.
Role of the Researcher
I n any research endeavor that involves interaction
between the researcher and the subject , researcher i nfluence
is always a possibility.

Since I not only int erviewed these

student s, but also served as one of their i nstr ucto r s , as
well as being their coordinator and adv i sor, my i nfluence on
their thinking and responses was probably far greater than
wou l d normally be expected in an ethnographic study.

My

influence on the s tudents was brought to my attention by
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another instructor, (Rober t Bruhl, personal communication,
April, 1995) who had instructed these students three months
after my data collection was completed.

He pointed out that

one of my students had commented to him that they needed to
be on their best behavior because it would get back to me,
and I would be upset.

Because of my multiple roles with

this group and the ir need for my help in successfully
completing the ent ire program, the students wanted to please
me.

Because of this desire to please, the students could

easily have changed or modified their responses to my
questions based on what they thought I wanted to hear.

They

could also have picked up on my tone of voice during the
i ntervi ews and recognized when something they said was of
particular interest and then expanded on that topic leading
me to believe that it was important to them when in reality
i t was important to me .

In an attempt to avert this effort

to please me by their responses, I chose to ask very openended questions for which it would be difficult for the
students to predict the specific response that I desired.
In addition, I spent a great deal of the time during t he
interviews just listening

with very little input.

I also

used the responses of the other students and the teachers as
a way of corroborating my perceptions.
Not only did the students have a strong desire to
please, but they also were developing a very personal
re lationship with me.

As the students pointed out in their
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interviews, the relationship that the students had with
their instructor was very important to them and to their
l earning.

I was no exception.

Even outside of the formal

interview process, students would call with questions,
problems and insights (though no more frequently than other
groups I had coordinated in the past).

I also sensed that

many of them were beginning to see me as one of their
f r iends and that th ey enjoyed our i nteractions.

This

personal relationsh ip that developed between me and the
students could have influenced the students' responses to my
questions .

Since a lot of the information I gathered was of

a very personal nature and focused on the personal and
relationship aspects of their educational experience, it is
possible that I perceived this as important to the students
when it was the personal relationship that I had with the
students that was important instead.

Nevertheless, although

establishing a personal relationship with the students may
have strongly biased the information I obtained, I felt that
" getting to know" the students on a deeper level was t he
most appropriate way to better understand in-depth the
meaning perspectives that they had of their experiences.
Since I actually experienced this group of students in a
teaching/learning situation, I was able to more readily
understand the students ' perception of their learning
experience, and their reaction to ot her group members,
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because I had actually observed how thes e students
interacted with each other in their classroom setting.
Even the teachers were infl uenced by my presence.
since I had worked with, and established a relationship with
the three instructors prior to this study, their desire to
be helpful was evident from the beginning.

Once again, I

saw this as an asset to my research because there was little
need to establish a rapport with these teachers, and i t also
provided a deeper understanding of their meaning
perspectives.

Once again my experience teaching t his group

of students made it easier to conceptuali ze the actual
classroom experience.

When a teacher wou l d comment on a

s tudent or a classroom activity, I was abl e to share a
common unders tand ing with that teacher.
One surprising issue that revealed itself in my
interviews wi th these instructors was that each of them
ex pressed delight i n sharing their classroom experiences
with someone.

They appreciated and valued being able to

reflect on their experiences.

In addition, they all fe lt

that it was generally important to share the i r experiences
with a colleague, and they lamented the fact that this was
uncommon, especially in higher education.

I think the fact

that I was also teaching the same group of students made it
easier for me to relate to the comments the teachers were
making and for them to relate to me since we had similar
classroom experiences.

It became evident to me that
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I

reflecting on and sharing classroom experiences is an
important part of the teaching/learning experience for
teachers .
CONCLUSION
From all of the information that was gathered from both
teachers and students, the most important finding was how
meaningful and important the classroom relationships were.
Students recognized and valued their relationship wi th their
teacher as being an important aspect of their learning .
They also valued the impact the other students who were
sharing the learning experience with them had on their own
learning .

The teachers in this study also valued the social

aspect of learning and felt that the true meaning of
education was in the interaction with their students .
Frank Smith (1995) put it,
Learning is also like physical growth in that it
usually occurs without our being aware of it, it
is long-lasting, and it requi res a nurturing
environment. It takes place as a result of social
relationships (incl ud ing relationships with the
authors of books and with characters in books),
and it pivots on personal identification. We
learn from the kind of person we see ourselves as
being like . (p . 589)
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CHAPTER SIX
Il1PLICATIONS

Given the interpreti ve nature of this research endeavor
and that it was essentially a case study, few
generalizat ions or theoretical assumptions can be made .
However, it does provide a wide range of possible directions
for future research.

The following is an attempt to share

some of the areas o f resea r ch that suggested themselves.
Genera l Ar eas of Research
The key questions tha t guided this research endeavor
were looking at educat ion from th e student's perspect ive and
the impact of that per cepti on on learning.

As this research

suggests, students and teachers describ i ng their experiences
in the classroom provide a wealt h of information that could
explain the educational experience in more depth.

It also

suggest s that education does have an effect either
positively or negat ively on students and teachers.

Although

this research attempted t o shed some light on these two
questions, there is still a grea t deal of i nformation that
needs to be uncovered .
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Considering education from the s tudent's perspecti ve
seems to be a relatively new approach in educational
r e s e arch.

As the review of the lit eratu re revealed , very

few studies have b e en conducted t ha t l ook a t t he educat i onal
experience from the student's point of view.

It is

encouraging to realize that some of the more r ecent research
i n education (Meal man, 1991, and West on, 1993) a r e taking
t h is perspective i nto account and providing rich avenues for
future study .

As the students in this research explaine d,

they do have defi n ite perceptions of and reactions to the
th ings that are occurring in the c l assroom with the i r fellow
classmat es, t he teacher, and the content .

Their perceptions

in turn seem to have an effect on what the students get out
of an educational experience.

Al t hough t his particu lar

research was looking at the experience as a whole, future
research in this area could focus on any number of student
and teacher perceptions of variou s pieces of the educational
enterprise; for example, content, context, t eacher, cohort
learning, influences on learning .

Schubert (1986) would be

a valuable resource in examining this area.
Since interpersonal relat ionships and emot ion played
s uc h a n important ro l e in t h is s t udy, t he affect ive aspects
of learning also present another area for future research.
Many of t he students in t h is study had a hard time
separating out which aspect of their educational expe rience
was most important to them.

In add i tion , they revealed how
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powerfull y the i r e mot i ons had an i mpact on their cognitive
funct i on i ng .

s i nce th i s is consistent with the new research

on the brain and learning (Sylwest er, 1993/94), i t s u ggests
that more studi es wh i ch focus on the impact of emotion on
cognition need to be con ducted.
I n cons i deri n g the type of change or learning that
results from an educational experience, another area where
more research is needed present s itself.

According to

Mezirow (1991), his theory of transformative learning is not
based on any empirical research.

From a personal

conversation I had with him in September, 1994, he is
encouraging more people t o investigate and research his
theoretical assumptions .

Al t hough this research indicated

that in the case of at least one student transformative
l earn i ng is possible according to Mezirow's theory, the lack
of evidence of this type of learning from the majority of
the students in my study suggests that more research needs
to be done in this area.

Because of the lack of evidence of

transformative learni n g i n this study, I am interested in
fi n ding out why this occurred .

Since data collection for

this study occurred during the first half of the program,
would there have been more evidence of transformative
learning if I had con ti n ued t h e research into the later
stages of the program?

Did t h e students need more time for

this type of learning to develop or were they transforming
so rapidly that this research did not capture it?
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Was there

something that the teachers could have done to f o ster or
enhance this type of learning?

Does the student have to be

ready for or in a state of readiness for this type of
learn i ng?

What effect does a student's personality

preference or t heir level of r eflection have on the i r
l earning being transformative?

Are other changes in

unders ta nding or knowledge occurring which are not
necessarily transforma tiv e in nature?

As s uggested by

Cranton (1994), are stud ents at di fferent l evels of
transformative l earning ?

Is t he change t hat s tudents

experience as a result of a n educational experience truly
transformative or something else?

Can Mezirow's theory of

transformative lear ning be s ubs ta nt iated?

These a re just a

few of the questions that arose in the course of my own
research regard i ng the idea o f change or transformative
learning .
Methodological Considerations
As with any research, the method of conducting a study
has an effect on the final r esults that are obtained .

With

th i s i n mi nd certain changes in t he methodology of t his
study could res u l t in more generalizable resu l t s .

The

particu lar areas where I would suggest some methodological
modificat ions are i n the design of the study, the subjects
used f or the s tudy , the courses under investigation, and the
environment where the study was conducted .

3 10

Design of the Study
The original design of this study was to obtain
i nformat ion from teachers a nd students through a variety o f
data sources over a sequence of courses approximately six
months i n length with the researcher as a participant /
observer.

Some key quest ions come to mind with r egard to

this design.

First o f all, the l ength of the study could

have been extended to obtain more in-depth information
particularly from the students .

In talki ng to these

student s six months after the study was completed, it was
revealed that by the end of the program the cohesiveness of
this group as described in my study had begun to
dis integrate .

Certain student relat i onships were

strengthened while others were s t rained .

In addition, the

focus was more on completing the program than on act ually
learning.

Therefore, a lengthening of this s t udy might have

revealed more accurate information regarding student
learn ing and relat ionships.

Second, the data sources that

were initially conceptualized need to be revised or
admi nistered differently so that more u sefu l information can
be obta ined from them.

Although the i nterviews proved

worthwhile, the reflection pieces tha t were supposed to
provide corroborating information were not as useful.
Devisi ng a way to encourage the s t udents in parti cula r to
complete these pieces would help in t his area.

one possible

way would be to i nc l ude the reflection piece as a part of
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the stude nt 's class work that would be evaluated by the
instruct or as well as the researcher .

This approach might

reveal more in-depth reflection on the student' s e xperience
which could then b e used to substantiate the information
acquired through th e interviews.

Fi nally, a change in the

researche r ' s role as a participant/observer might have
helped provide additional insight into what was actually
occurring in the classroom .

Since I was only a

participant/observer in the t wo classes that I was teaching,
I was unable to actually see for myself some of the
situations that the teachers and students described to me in
their inter views .

Had I been an observer in the class whi le

the t eachers and students were interacting, I might have
been able t o understand more deeply what was meaningful to
the students and the teachers.

One caution to making this

change is that by being an observer in t he classroom, I
could have influenced in some way the dynamics that were
occurring and t hus confounded the info rmat ion that was being
provided.
Parti cipants
Si nce this study was based on only one particular group
of students and three of their instructors, it would be
valuable to see if the same or similar conclusions could be
drawn wi th other groups of adul t students with different
instructors .

Since the students involved in this study were

mainly female, it is possible that the informat ion gained
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with its emphasis on relationships could have been viewed as
a female percept ion.

Al t hough there is defi n i te ly a need

f or more research on the female perspect ive in adult
education according to Stalker (1996), the perspective of a
predominant ly male group of students, or o f a gende r e qual
mix of s tud ents might yield different i nterpretations .

Not

only could responses based on gender be examined more
closely, but students ' interpretations based on ethnic
background, age, or personality type could a lso be sources
for additional research.

Although my research focused more

on the common experiences shared by the students ,
differences based on the above factors were being suggested
by t he types of responses I obtained from the students.
Since there were only three instructors with varied
backgrounds involved in this study, there were too few
participants in this aspect of my research to make any
general conclusions.

However, it would be interesting to

see if other teachers had similar experiences.

Weston' s

(1993) research in elementary schools seems to i ndicate this
possibility.

It would also be interesting to see if the

i nteractions of gender, ethni c background, age, and
personality style would have a n i mpact on the meani ng
teachers construct of their experience .

Since the teachers

involved i n t his study were a ll familiar with the nontrad i tional format and strived to t each in a more discussion
based style , examin i ng teachers who were more trad i t i onal in
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the i r approach wi th adult l earners might yield some
i nteresting perspecti ves.

Further examination of the impact

o f different teachi ng styles on students and student
learn i ng seems to be a nother possi ble research area .
Courses
My research suggested t hat the students were more
focused on t he re l ationships they deve l oped with their
c l assmates and their instructor than on t he s ubject matter
of the course.

This lack of focus on the subject matter

raises some interesting quest ions .

Was the lack of interest

due to the specific cour ses u nder study or were there other
factors influencing the students perceptions?

Since the

courses under study were designed to explore human
interaction on various leve l s, did t h is contribute to t he
students' interest in relationships and would other courses
whose subject matter was more abst ract or concrete reveal
different perceptions a nd meanings?

Because of the

experiential emphasis in t he c u rricu l um for each course,
were my perceptions of what t he students were learning in
regard t o the subject matter confused with the students'
experiences?

As s uggest ed in the research by Weston (1993),

looking specifically a t t he students' interpretation of the
subject matter and course concepts would provide additional
i nformation on wha t the subject matter and specific concept s
meant to them or how they were experiencing those concepts.

314

Environment
One final area r elated to methodo logy would concern the
actual location of th e class or as Schubert (1986) suggests
milieu.

The classes in this study were conducted i n a hotel

conference/semina r room, and the set up of the room was
always in a U-shape or square which technically gives more
of an opportunity for interact ion among the students .

By

changi ng the structure o f the classroom to a more forma l
setti ng , it is possible that the stud ents would react
differently to the teacher and to the other students in
class and perceive their experience differently as well.
Would the students have been as focus ed on their
relationships with their classmates if th ey did not have
direct eye contact with each othe r ?

Also would the students

have been as concerned about their re lationship with the
teacher, if t he teacher had been situated behind a desk at
t he front of the room?

In essence, what part does

environment play in s tudent learning and the interactions
that occur in the c lassroom?

Schubert (1986) asks similar

questions in regard to milieu and teachers.
Suggestions Regarding Educational Practice
Although t his study did not set out to provide
prescriptions f or educational practice , some i nteresting
insights were revealed that could have an impact on
curriculum and facult y development .
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Depending on how

curriculum is defined would l ead to different questions in
the area of curriculum.
If c urricu l um is def i ned as "inte nded outcomes, subject
matter to be delivered, statements i n curriculum documents,
or behavioral objectives" (Schubert, 1986, P. 301), then
questions involving curriculum devel opment would focus on
speci fic theor i es, concepts, subject matter and behaviors .
Since the students in my study expressed an inter est in
wanting more dept h and more rigor in the subject matter of
the courses, i t would be advisable f or the ABS department to
consider ways to incorporate more depth into their courses.
I n the case of the ABS program, most of the t h eories and
course concepts are in the textbooks, but the philosophy
behind the program is that the student is e xpec ted to read
and unders tand the theories and concepts and that class t i me
is spent in providing experiences and opportunities for
s t udents to interact with the material .

More expla nation or

modeling of how to integrate theory and practice mi ght be a
way of changing this student perception.

Possibly more

instructor r eference s to or discussion of the mate r ial in
the texts or encouraging the s tudents to critically evaluate
what they are readi ng might help as we ll.
If , however, curriculum is def ined, according to
Schubert (1986), in a muc h broader sense to i nc l ude
everything that could have an i mpact on l earning, then
different t hings need to be taken into consideration.
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Since

the student s in my s tudy continually commented on how much
they liked the non-tradi tiona l approach to l e arning and how
important their relationship to the other students and to
their teacher were to the i r learning, it would seem valuable
to consi der ways to enhance thos e r e lationships as they
re late to student l earni ng.

In addition, with emoti onal

issues being more important than cognitive issues to the
students in this study , i t is possible that emotional issues
may be the primary learn i ng that occurs instead of being
secondary to cognitive issues .

Wi th this in mi nd educators

need to specifically p lan for affective learn ing and may
even have to plan for cognitive learning i n terms of
affective learn i ng .
In regard to facu lty deve lopment, the major comment
that all the teachers in my study made was that they r e ally
valued sharing their teaching experiences.

By reflecting on

their ex periences and sharing them with me , these teachers
seemed to be growing a nd changing the i r approach to t heir
teaching and through this process providing t heir own
facu l ty development.

Refl ecting , questioning and sharing

teaching experienc es seems to be a possible avenue for
future faculty development.

As part o f this reflect ion

process, l ooki ng at the classroom experi ence from the
student's pers pe ctive might also be hel pful i n promoting
teacher c hange .

Not only would taking the s t udent 's

perspective i nto cons ideration contribute to faculty
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development , but paying attention to the re lat i onships and
i nteractions that occur in a classroom and t he i mpact they
have on teaching and learn i ng would provide valuable
insights into the who l e educat ional process.
Impact of Research on Researcher
When I started this r esearch, i t was with the idea in
mind of exploring an area of educati on that would help me
become a better teacher .

The experi ence of doing this

resear ch and the resu l t s I obtained have had an influence
and impact on much more than just my t eaching.

Although it

has definitely shaped my approach to teaching, this study
has a l so influenced the way I serve as facu l ty coordinat or
and the way that I look at research .
As a teacher I am much more aware t hat the relationship
I develop with my students may have more impact on my
students than any sub ject matter that I can present to them .
Although I have intuitively sensed the i mportance of this
relationship between teacher and student, I had not realized
how much of an influence this r elationship could potentially
have on student learning .

Because some of the students

reacted negatively to one of the instructors in my study and
had a hard time approaching him as a person, I have
attempted as a teacher to ma ke myself more approachable to
students, and t o match my style of teaching with the demands
of the group .

In other words, for groups who are not as

comfortable with the non-traditional approach, I am t rying
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to be more structured and traditional or for those who
appreciate the non-traditional approach, I am trying to be
more relaxed and student focused .

Since my teacher training

focused on the l ecture method, yet I value experiential
learning, I have relied heavily on my background in
speech/communication and theatre to create a balance between
these two styles.

It seems that creating a balance between

these two approaches might be the best way to accommodate a
wide variety of students, and still be congruent with my
val ues and expertise.
Another thing that has changed in my teaching is an
increase in my appreciation of and admirat i on for the tenets
o f adul t education .

Where before I questioned the

curriculum and exercises presented in the ABS program, I now
have a deeper understanding and awareness of how that
curriculum and the activities associated with it are
actually grounded in the theories of adul t l earni ng wi th
their focus on experiential and group learning.

As a

result, I am incorporating more experientially based
learning activities into my teaching.

Since the students in

my study valued the knowledge gained from their c l assmates
and the differing experiences and perspectives those
classmates provided, I am also encouraging more group
interaction and allowing for more student input into
c l assroom activities.

Although I am much more appreciative

of adult education methods, I have encountered a dilemma
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with some of the specific behavioral objectives outlined in
the ABS instructor guides and with some of the suggestions
of how to present the subject matter.

Since the students in

my study expressed a strong des i re for more rigorous subject
matter, I am attempting to find ways to provide this, s uch
as making mor e r eferences to the text or by e ncouraging
critical examinat i on of the text or theories presented.
In my role as facu l ty coordinator , I am much more
cautious in my choice of i nstructors, and much more aware of
the value of sharing classroom experiences with these
i nstructors .

Because of the varied student reac t ions to the

i ns t r uctors in my study, I am trying to select instructors
for f uture courses whose teaching styles match more with the
students' expectati ons .

By doing so I am hopefully

alleviat i ng a ny negative impact that a teacher or their
s t yle might have on student learning.

The comment made by

all o f the i ns t r uctors in the study that they valued sharing
their teach ing experiences wi th me really had a prof ound
i mpact on me .

In wondering why we as teachers don ' t share

more of our experiences, I began to realize that we are
often afraid to share particularly negative experiences for
fear of being judged , and we probably don't see the val ue in
s har i ng our experiences and therefore don't allow t i me t o do
so.

Because o f the i mpact of that specific t eacher comment,

I am exerting more effort to ta lk t o adjunct instructors on
an individual basi s about their t eaching experiences and am
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working on a facu l t y deve l opment session that would provide
a for um for s haring classroom experiences.
As i de from having an impact on my t each i ng a nd f acu l ty
coordinating, this study has change d my vie w of r esearch.
Research has always produced a decidedly negative reaction
in me, possibly due to the f act tha t my fir s t expo s ure to it
was in the late 1960's when the r esear ch par adigm was
decidedl y quantitative and behavior ist ic in nat ure , but I am
now r ecognizing the val ue of invest igat ing what is happening
in the c l assroom and that my s t udents are a rich resource in
providing information on what learning means t o t hem.

Where

before I couldn't find any researchabl e questi ons, I am now
f illed wi th questions about a ll kinds of things t hat impact
learni ng .

My curiosity is now whetted, and inst ead of

seeing research as an arduous, required task and another
hoop to jump through, I am beginning to s e e res e arch as it
really shoul d be viewed as a way of pursui ng life long
learn i ng .
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APPENDIX B
Examp l es of Data Sou rces
I.

Student Source s of I nf ormation
Pe r missi on form
Ref l ecti on Pieces
In t erview questions

II .

Teacher Sources of I n fo rma t ion
Ins t ructions
Re f lecti on pieces
I nterview question
Standardized Instructional Evalua t ion Form
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STUDENT I NFORMATION

Your parti cul ar group has been selected as part of a
research project to provide information about your learning
experiences in the ABS program and what they mean to you .
The information you provide will not affect the evaluation
of your performance in the program and will be kept
confidential . Your participation in this project is
voluntary and will involve providing some additional
feedback in the form of brief intervi ews (one per course)
and periodic written reflections on your experiences in each
course. Since a goal of this project is improving the ASS
program, your honest responses, opinions, and feedback are
vital .

I have r e ad the above description of the research project
and it has been explained to roe .
I am wi lling to
participate in this project .

Signature

Date
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REFLECTIONS

Please keep the following questions in mi nd when reflecting
on each course.
1.

How do you feel the course went? What was significant
or important about the course? Why?

2.

How would you describe the tenor or tone of the class
during this course? What do you think the students'
wou l d say about this course?

3.

What do you th ink you have lea rned about yourse lf , the
group, the subject and the teacher through this course?
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SAMPLE STUDENT INTERVIEW QUESTIONS

1.

What does i t mean to you to be i n th is class?

2.

What was your reaction to the other students?

3.

What was your reaction to the teacher?

4.

What was your r eaction to the course?

5.

What was your reaction to the assignments?

6.

What things do you think affect your learning?

7.

What wou ld facili t ate your learning?

8.

What does education mean to you?
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TEACHER I NFORMATI ON
FACULTY PARTICIPATING
in ABS Study
I am delighted that you wil l be partici pating in the
research study I am c onducting as part of my dissertation .
As a participant I need your help in obtaining some of the
i n f ormation I will be analyzing.
1.

Please complete the foll owing i nventories and return to
me prior to our second i nterview.
Keirsey Temperament Sorter
Learning Style Inventory
Representational System Bias Test
Thomas-Kil man Confl ict Mode

2.

Be available for 3 one hour interviews: prior to
teaching the module, duri ng the module a nd a f ter the
modul e has been completed .

3.

Keep a journal of your experience t eaching this group
with an entry for e ach c l ass session. See attached
form for guidelines.

4.

Collect and copy student journals t hat you assign,
preferably with your comment s, before return i ng them to
students. Please keep track of the number o f copies
and I will reimburse you for t he copy costs.
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GUIDELINES FOR I NSTRUCTOR JOURNAL

Please keep the follow i ng questions in mind when refl ecting
o n each class session.
1.

How do you f eel about how class went tonight? Wha t was
significant or important about ton ight ' s class session?
Why?

2.

What wa s going through your mind before , during a nd
after class?

3.

How would you describe the tenor or tone of the c lass
tonight?
What do you think th e students' would say about class
t onight?
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SAMPLE INSTRUCTOR I NTERVIEW QUESTIONS

The first interview will be conducted prior
to t he first night of class and will include questions like
the followi ng :
What does t each ing mean to you?
What does teaching in this program a nd this course mean
to you?
What are your expectations of what wi ll happen i n
c l ass?
What do you think wi ll be some of the s tudent s'
reactions to this class?
What do you want to know about the student s in t h is
class and why?
How does knowing this info rmation affect the way you
teach?
The second interview will be conducted after t he first
n ight of class and will include some of the following
questions:
What happened in c l ass?
How does it match with your expectations of yourself as
a teacher, t he inst ruct ion, and the students?
What were the s t udent s' react i ons to class? to you? to
t he material ?
How wil l this affec t your teaching of future class
sessions?
How do you see (know about, feel about ) your students
now?
What are your expectations for the rest of the class
sessions?
The third interview will be conduc t ed after the class
has been compl et ed and will l ook at some of the following
questions :
What did it mean to you to teach this class and these
students?
What do you (feel, thi nk, see) these students learned
f rom this c l ass?
What th i ngs wou l d you have done differ ently in teaching
this group of students?
What do you think had the most meaning for these
students?
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APPENDI X C
Course Obje c t ives
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Dynamics of Group Behavior

Course Objectives
1.

Students will provide a working definition of the following tenns:
Group (Text: p. 3)
Nonns (Text: pp. 103-104)
Task (Text: pp. 109-II1 )
Groupthink (Text: pp. 134-135)
Conflict (Text: pp. II7-ll8)
Synergistic Decision Making (Desert Survival Problem)

2

2.

Students will list and explain the five stages of group development.
(Text: pp. 59-63)

3.

Students will explain the basic steps in group decision making.
(Desert Survival Exercise)

4.

Students will explain the steps involved in problem solving.
(Text Chapter 6)

5.

Students will iden tify the five steps in Maslow's Hierarchy of Human
Needs. (Text: pp. 30-31)

6.

Students will become familiar with group problem solving techniques,
processes and applications.

7.

Students will explain various sources/causes of conflict.

8.

Students will examine their own organizations' conflict-management
climate.

9.

Students will consider and identify the most commonly used conflict
management strategy in their organization.
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Dynamics of Group Behavior
10.

Students will discuss purposes, types, and characteristics of common
work-related meetings.

11.

Students will identify constructive behaviors of members and leaders of
problem solving groups.

12.

Students will describe procedures for facilitating work of committees.

13.

Students will observe and analyze effective process and task behaviors in
a simulated committee exercise.

14.

Stude nts will synthesize and reinforce the learning from sessions one
through fo ur.
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Effective Interpersonal Relationships

Course Objectives

L Students will practice verbal and nonverbal communication.
2

Students will practice listening and attending skills.

3.

Students will practice giving constructive feedback.

4.

Students will understand and apply selected the orists' approaches to building
interpersonal relationships, including Carl Roge rs, Martin Buber, and Leo
Buscaglia.

5. Students will identify and articulate relational themes in media.

ABSB 3SJ 061190
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Multicultural Dimensions

Course Objectives
11Us course will give students the opportunity to explore and understand the concepts
of culture, ethnicity, race, and diversity. The course will assist students in exploring
the extent to which their values and behaviors are shaped by their own cultural
context.
•

Students will analyz.e the influence that culture has had on their own lives.

•

Students will examine cultural differences as a source of intergroup conflict

•

Students will examine language and communication difficulties as a source
of cultural differences.

•

Students will explore the concept of synergistic decision making as a source
of utilizing cultural differences.
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